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Abstract 
Geoffrey Chaucer's poem The Legend of Good Women has long been 
dismissed and neglected in its entirety by critics. The Prologue to the work, 
however, has found considerable praise over the years for its poetry and 
imagery, as well as for its discussion of literary authority and translation. If 
critics did deal with the legends at all, it was to discover Chaucer's sources for 
them and not to study his methods and poetics in. constructing them. In 
general, critics subscribed to the notion that the legends were an inferior 
product and that Chaucer was bored with them and thus left them unfinished. 
Only in 1972 with the publication of Chaucer and "The Legend of Good Women" 
was this opinion successfully challenged through Robert Worth FraM's careful 
analysis of Chaucer's methods of reworking, editing, translating, and cutting his 
source material. Following Frank's lead of considering the Legend as a unified 
work consisting of Prologue and legends together, critics have recently begun 
re-examining the work. They have taken various approaches to the poem: 
further consideration of the legends in relation to their sources, examination of 
the literary background of some of the "good women," interpretation of the work 
as allegory, discussion of reader/audience participation in the poem, and 
investigation of the Legend's relationship to contemporary fourteenth-century 
works. While there is no consensus on Chaucer's ultimate purpose in the poem, 
whether he meant to explore the interaction between book knowledge and 
experience, satirize the courtly love tradition, or demonstrate the value of 
stories about pagan women in a Christian tradition, these c}itics have shown 
that the Legend is interesting and worth some critical effort. 
1 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
That literary tastes change is an accepted fact and the case of Chaucer's 
Legend of Good Women is further proof of that truism. The LGW, the legends of 
which critics have neglected, undoubtedly found favor with its medieval 
audiences. The poem exists in several manuscripts and Chaucer himself 
mentions it in two places in the Canterbury Tales: The Man of Law)s Tale, 
II(Bl).57-76 and the "Retracciouns," Parson's Tale, X(I).1085ff. 1 In 1908 Eleanor 
Hammond wrote that from Thynne's 1532 printing on, the Legend has appeared 
in every edition of Chaucer's complete works (378). Lydgate mentions the work 
in his Fall of Princes. The early "lives" of Chaucer list the LGW among his 
poems. Curiously, in these lists the work is not cited as a whole, but by its 
parts; each legend is entered separately.2 In a 1976 article, Ann Thompson goes 
so far as to argue that the LGW was well enough known in the 16th century for 
the playwright of Common Conditions to have alluded to it without mentioning 
it by name (342-3). There was a demand for the work; people read it. 
Obviously, from the very first this was not a work to be relegated to the trash 
heap; it survived the centuries, fin-ding a firm spot in the Chaucer canon. 
' t 
,, 
In startling contrast to its contemporary and near contemporary 
popularity, the Legend has been neglected in the twentieth century. Critics 
have found Chaucer's other poems far more interesting and congenial to their 
taste than the LGW. What critical activity there was, was centered mainly 
1Al.l references to Chaucer's poetry are from the second edition of F. N. Robinson's Complete 
Works of Geoffrey Chaucer (Boston: Houghton Mifflin), 1957. 
2See Eleanor Hammond's Chaucer: A Bibliographical Manual (New York: Peter Smith), 1933 
reprint, especially Section I, "The Life of Chaucer," pp. 1-50 and Section II, "Works of Chaucer," 
pp. 61-2. 
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around the Prologue. It was treated almost as an entity separate from the 
legends. However, in the past twenty years there has been a renewed interest 
in the Legend, both in the·work as a whole and in the individual legends. This 
trend dates from Robert Worth Frank's publishing of his Chaucer and the 
Legend of Good Women in 1972. He examined the Legend of Good Women both 
in its parts and as a whole, offering more recent critics a means of rethinking 
and reevaluating the poem. To discover what some of these new approaches are 
is the purpose of this study. 
l 
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Chapter 2 
Critical views to 1972 
In modern times the legends in the Legend have had a hard time finding 
favor and sometimes even a serious critical audience. Certainly, the Prologue 
has been taken seriously by critics for a long time. It appeals to our modern 
aesthetic sense, with its fresh May time scene of daisies, birds, and fair ladies. 
Its language and imagery are rich and have provided a correspondingly rich 
critical response. The legends themselves are another matter. They have been 
dismissed and neglected for various reasons over the years, not least on the 
' 
basis of the argument that Chaucer tired of them, the task, or the style. 'I'µis i~ 
'·. . ./ 
reflected in the various bibliographies and guides to Chaucer criticism published 
in the last thirty years. 
In Beryl Rowland's 1968 edition of her Companion ~Chaucer Studies 
there is no chapter on the Le,gend of Good Women at all. In the 1979 edition, 
Fisher's chapter includes a three page selected bibliography for the LGW, 
covering eighty years of criticism. In fOmparison, there is a four page 
bisij9graphy for Troilus and Criseyde listing predominantly items from 1958 
onward, a span of twenty years, the first edition having covered earlier material. 
Leyerle's 1986 recent bibliography, Chaucer: A Bibliographical Introduction, 
also includes only a short list of items on the LGW. Fisher himself makes the 
point that there are approximately "115 articles and sections of books dealing 
mostly with the two forms of the prologue in their historical context," and that 
up to 1940. After 1940, "only 48 articles and books" appeared concerning the 
Legend (Fisher 1979, 473). Even the unfinished House of Fame has gotten 
better press, warranting a chapter to itself in both editions of Rowland's 
Companion. Between 1973 and 1985, however, there has been a marked 
4 
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change. Lorrayne Baird's first edition of A Bibliography of Chaucer: 1964-1973 
includes only thirteen items specifically concerning the LGW (151-2). Her 
secor1d edition, covering 1974-1985 (Baird-Lange) lists thirty-nine entries 
(208-11). 
Early in this century various critics dismissed the legends outright, as 
Lowes did: "the legends themselves must have short shrift" (1934, 163). Critics 
wrote off the legends as being inferior to the rest of Chaucer's work. The 
legends were poorly made, repetitious, and boring. That the LGW comes late in 
Chaucer's artistic life and falls between his two greatest triumphs, Troilus and 
Criseyde and tl1e Canterbury Tales, was most damning. Most critics blamed the 
legends' inferiority not on Chaucer's ineptitude, but on the nature of the task 
laid upon him. He was to write of "good women" in penance for an offense 
against all women. He was to produce a series of stories, of which Lounsbury 
wrote: 
The taste which made collections of stories of this kind popular came to be 
recognized by Chaucer as essentially vicious in art, and therefore transitory. 
(qtd. in Fisher, 466) 
. Chaucer's supposed reaction was boredom, a feeling numerous critics ascribed to 
him. This opinion held sway until well into tl1e 1960's. 
In his 1934 Geoffrey Chaucer and the Development of His Genius, 
J. L. Lowes comments, 
[Chaucer's] 'saints and saints and saints again' expresses ... his growing 
boredom with the long-drawn execution of his 'Seintes Legende of Cupide.' One 
cannot wonder, for the superb Troilus already lay behind him, and the 
Canterbury Tales were under way. (164) 
Other critics, such as Lounsbury and Tatlock, claimed Chaucer was in great 
haste in writing the legends: 
and, 
There is nothing more peculiar in the 'Legend of Good Women' than the 
steadily growing dissatisfaction of the author with his subject .... (Lounsbury 
in Fisher, 466) 
5 
Chaucer makes repeatedly in the Legend, as we have seen, the plainest 
possible declarations that he is in haste. (Tatlock 1963, 125) 
\ 
Kittredge also found a note of "weariness" in the LGW, which he found nowhere 
else. He notes that in. the far longer Troilus and Criseyde Chaucer did not tire 
of his work, perhaps even finding himself "under a kind of duress" to finish the 
story simply because it was a good story deserving of a good ending (113). To all 
these critics the Legend was a step back, not forward, in Chaucer's work. The 
task, whether real or imagined, whether penance or request, was beneath the 
poet and consequently he soon tired of it. 
Such an interpretation depends greatly upon reading the action of 
Prologue to the LGW as symbolic of a real event or of its characters as 
representing real people. Lydgate, in Fall of Princes, had noted that the poem 
was written at the Queen's request, an assertion repeated by Speght (Robinson, 
839). Modern critics expanded upon this, creating a debate as to whether or not 
Alceste represents Richard II's Queen Anne.3 Fisher traces the argument about 
the LGW as an occasional piece, noting that this notion has occupied critics from 
Kittredge (1903) to J. Norton-Smith in 1974 (Fisher, 466-9). From all this, one 
might infer that, if the idea of writing a series of histories of women faithful in 
love was imposed by someone else, then Chaucer can't be faulted for creating 
what these critics viewed as a failure. Chaucer had no choice but to write wl1at 
he did, and he did not attempt to hide his displeasure with the task. However, 
Kittredge offers a rational counterargument to this: 
[the Legend] exhibit(s) ... the orderly habits of mediaeval literature. [It] 
likewise prove(s) ... the docility of Chaucer himself, the instinctive readiness 
with which he deferred to technical authority and bowed his neck to the 
rhetorical yoke. The lesson is salutary. We perceive, in this great poet, not a 
vast, irreg~ar, untaught genius,-an amiable but terrible infant, impatient of 
regulation, acknowledging no laws of structure, guided by no canons of 
3See, for example, the exchange between Bernard F. Huppe and Margaret Galway "Chaucer: A 
Criticism and Reply" Modem Language Review 43(1948):393-9, 399-400. 
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criticism. Quite the contrary! Chaucer was a conscientious student of literary 
form. He submitted with patient eagerness to the precepts of his teachers. 
Schematism was the governing principle of their instruction, and he had no 
wish to rebel. Thus he got the training which enabled him, when the time 
came, to give free rein to his vivacious originality without losing his self-
control. (150) 
Lowes concurs with this view in his 1909 rebuttal of Goddard's argument, 
published in 1908, that the LGW is a satiric work: 
... astoundingly 'modern' as he is, Chaucer is none the less 'medieval' too; 
which means no more than that he is a normal human being, living sanely and 
heartily in his own time. (Lowes 1909, 568) 
These two critics recognized the danger of judging medieval works by 
contemporary tastes. However, this did not stop future critics from ignoring the 
legends themselves because of their supposed inferiority to the rest of Chaucer's 
work. One should note that the thesis that Chaucer himself was bored with the 
legends was not seriously challenged until 1966 when R. W. Frank published his 
article 'The Legend of the Legend of Good Women." He refutes the basis of the 
thesis, arguing that Chaucer's use of lines such as, 
I coude f olwe, word for word, Virgile, 
But it wolde lasten al to longe while 
(LGW, 1002-03) 
and, 
... wel coude I, if that me leste so, 
Tellen al his doynge to and fro. 
(LGW, 24 70-71) 
are simply cases of abbreviatio, meant to indicate that material was cut, 
not that Chaucer was bored. 
Other debates of the teens and twenties also revolved around the 
Prologue. Its analogues in French poems of the same time were searched out. 
Dates for the poem and its two distinct Prologues were argued based on the 
differences between those two Prologues and the borrowings from French poems 
such as Deschamps' Lay de Franchise. In a lengthy article dating from 1904, 
Lowes argues that Chaucer borrowed from Machaut's Dit de la Marguerite and 
7 
Froissart's Paradys d'Amours, Dittie de la fiour de la Margherite, and Le joli 
mois de May, as well as from Deschamp's poem (Lowes 1904, 616). The close 
parallels to the Lay, which Lowes argues Chaucer could not have read before 
1385 (608-611), were such that Lowes finally determined that Chaucer wrote 
the "B-version" of the Prologue, today's F-version, sometime after May 1, 1385 
(683). However, critics eventually abandoned such interpretations, even 
rejecting them as did Marian Lossing when she commented that Chaucer "may 
owe some debt" to Marguerite poetry "without obligations to one specific poem 
out of that sch,;ol" (27). Dating the poem ceased to be an overriding concern 
and, as Fisher points out, "since the 1930's ... critical analysis of the Prologue in 
terms of Chaucer's artistic development has become increasingly popular" ( 469). 
For example, while dismissing the legends, R. 0. Payne in a 1963 study of 
Chaucer's works argues that 
the Prologue brings together for extended reconsideration a scattering of 
aesthetic topics and themes from [Chaucer's] earlier work to provide a kind of 
re-evaluation of the premises from which earlier poems had proceeded. (92) 
Chaucer's concern is to balance knowledge read in books with that gained from 
experience. Payne believes the Prologue is a continuation of a discussion begun 
// in the Book of the Duchess on how to effect that balance and how to "proceed ... 
from theory to practice" in writing poetry (111). Thus, the Prologue chronicles 
the further development of Chaucer's artistic theories. 
The idea that the Prologue and, by extension perhaps, the legends were a 
distinct developmental stage in Chaucer's art was put forward by Skeat. He 
notes in it the first appearance of the heroic couplet in the English language and 
points out the innovation of a prologue and series format which Chaucer 
exploited so well in the Canterbury Tales (Skeat 1900, 3:xliii). Later critics have 
concentrated on Chaucer's use of his sources. However, no matter what the 
critic examines, the consensus is clear that Chaucer was experimenting with his 
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art, carrying it farther toward the Canterbury Tales. 
In any examination of Chaucer's stylistic development, a discussion of the 
sources for the legends provides an interesting point of departure. As 
mentioned above, critics have long found the Prologue interesting, singling it 
out as some of the best and most mature of Chaucer's poetry. The legends have 
been another matter. However, once one begins to look at possible and probable 
sources for them, the legends take on a life of their o·wn. They become 
interesting in their own right. This source study does not so much entail 
tracking down the actual origin of a particular story, as it does examining how 
Chaucer used his material. That the Roman poets, especially Ovid, provided the 
originals for the nine legends in the LGW is not at issue. What is, is how 
Chaucer picked over, revised, reworked, cut, and elaborated upon his original. 
Chaucer's debt to the Roman poets was recognized almost from the first 
(Skeat 1900, 3:xxxiv). Fisher, in his 1979 article in Rowland's Companion to 
Chaucer Studies, notes some forty works on source studies for the LGW prior to 
1930 (Fisher, 4 73). D. D. Griffith's 1955 Bibliography of Chaucer bears out 
Fisher's numbers. In these studies Ovid's Heroides, Metamorphoses, and the 
Fasti are cited as Chaucer's major sources for most of the legends. Critics also 
note numerous other authors' works as source material for individual legends, 
especially in the case of Cleopatra. Boccaccio is another important influence 
and, early on, critics went so far as to claim that his De Claris Mulieribus served 
as a pattern for the LGW. Skeat noted the similarities between the legends and 
the De Claris (3:xxxiv), and in The Poetry of Chaucer R. K. Root also suggests 
Boccaccio's earlier work as a possible source for the "scheme" of the Legend 
(136). Fisher disagrees with this notion: 
Given Chaucer's penchant for borrowing, if he had really modeled the Legend 
on De Claris Mulieribus, why did he not borrow more heavily from it? (Fisher, 
471-2) 
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Indeed, E. F. Shannon's 1929 Chaucer and the Roman Poets shows that, 
although Boccaccio is an influence in Chaucer's Legend, Ovid is the far more 
important one. However, neither Fisher nor Shannon allows for~e possibility 
that Chaucer may have borrowed the form of the De Claris without feeling 
obliged to borrow its substance. 
Shannon examines the legends individually, carefully tracing plausible 
counterparts in Ovid's Heroides and Metamorphoses, Virgil's Aeneid, and other 
poets, for Chaucer's lines. Shannon's work does not go beyond the sources. He 
makes no real assessment of the relative success of any of the stories other than 
to say that Chaucer's success in integrating borrowed material depended upon 
what he was borrowing from. For example, Shannon declares the Legend of 
Hypermnestra a weak story. However, this is not due to a fault in Chaucer's 
writing, but to the fact that Ovid's story is a weak one to begin with: 
With all his art Chaucer could not make [the legend of Hypermnestra] pulsate 
with genuine emotion. (297) 
Overall, Shannon has nothing but praise for Chaucer's work, seeing no fault in 
him, only in his sources. Again, any lack in Chaucer's work is ascribed not to 
him but to an outside force. This may be a somewhat simplistic view. However, 
Shannon's services in Qso carefully tracing the poet's sources are invaluable, 
because at his conclusion he can say that Chaucer emerged from the Legend 
"with a heightened precision, lucidity, and finish of style," having been well 
taught by Ovid (300). Such a pronouncement after-such careful study must 
carry some weight. If nothing else it indicates that the legends themselves 
deserve closer study. For, where there is borrowing in Chaucer there is editing, 
reworking, and remaking, as is amply proven in Troilus and Criseyde. 
It is this very thing, Chaucer's reworking of his sources, which 
R. W. Frank picks up in his 1972 study, Chaucer and the Legend of Good 
10 
Women. Things Shannon hinted at Frank (ully explores, finally producing ,ia 
detailed study of the art of the legends" (emphasis mine) (Fisher, 4 72) instead of 
a largely subjective judgment of their success or failure. Concentrating on the 
"art of the legends," not the occasion of their writing or their lack of appeal to 
modern tastes, provided the impetus for a major re-examination of the entire 
work. I would even go so far as to say that this shift in critical emphasis, 
somewhat belatedly perhaps, was a driving force behind the current interest in 
the LGW. It is as if a spell were broken. The old idea of Chaucer's boredom 
with his task and stories is thrown out, opening the field to new ideas ana 
approaches. 
? 
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Chapter 3 
Frank's Chaucer and the Legend of Good 
Women 
Since it is a first, major book length study of the Legend and since a 
consideration of it will help put things in their proper perspective, Frank's work 
must have first claim on our attention. His study is the fruition of all the source 
studies of the past decades. There is nothing new in the work in terms of 
sources Chaucer consulted. Ovid, through the Heroides, Metamorphoses, or 
Fasti, is the major source. Boccaccio, Virgil, Guido delle Calonne, and perhaps 
Livy, Augustine, and Plutarch provide the secondary sources Frank notes in 
various spots in the legends. The sources themselves may offer a clue as to why 
the Le,gend was popular in the 15th and 16th centuries. The stories according to 
Frank, except for Cleopatra's, were already well known througl1 the Ovide 
Moralise, the Confessio Amantis, or any of a number of other works. By using 
- " - -- I 
already familiar stories Chaucer may have made the LGW more popular and 
accessible to fourteenth and fifteenth-century English audiences. 
Frank points out in his section on the Prologue that Chaucer was once 
again working with his favorite author. He was not translating Ovid wholesale, 
nor was his purpose to present moral stories. Chaucer was interested in the 
stories themselves.4 In Ovid, Chaucer found "not his moral teacher, but the 
master of poetic narrative" (16).5 Ovid provided the material and the example; 
it remained to Chaucer to bend those to his own purpose. 
4This is a conclusion Frank comes to in the chapter entitled "Lessons Learned." From the 
evidence he presented in analyzing the individual legends, he argues that the Legend shows an 
"unexpected dedication to story" (185). 
5Unless otherwise noted, all page references in this section refer to R. W. Frank's Chaucer and 
the Legend of Good Women (Cambridge: Harvard UP), 1972. 
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Using the sources as a starting point for studying Chaucer's writing and 
assessing the legends, Frank goes beyond Shannon's straightforward, almost 
line-by-line source listing. Chaucer borrowed, reworked, and "translated" 
material in all his works. These were not techniques new to him.. However, 
according to Frank the LGW presents innovations in Chaucer's methods. One 
discovers things he had never tried before, but would use in his subsequent 
work (1). 
The innovations in genre, theme, verse form, and technique bear witness 
to Chaucer's attempt to break out of a mold, out of the conventional. He was 
trying to find a replacement for the courtly and romantic love conventions and 
doing so meant changing all four of the above mentioned things. He left behind 
the love vision, moving on to pure narrative which requires the "relatively 
logical or chronological linear movement" not found in the vision (4). Having 
exhaustively examined romantic love in Troilus, Chaucer was also looking for a 
new theme or subject m.atter. The verse form of the LGW is also relatively new 
according to Frank. He notes that the Knight's Tale, referred to as "Palamon 
and Arcite" in the Prologue, does consist of decasyllabic couplets. Frank is not 
entirely convinced, though, that the Knight's Tale as we know it today is truly 
like the story of Palamon and Arcite which he assumes was a percursor to, but 
not the same as, the KT (5). Thus, Frank considers the LGW the first 
thoroughgoing exercise in this verse form in that Chaucer employs it in a 
variety of contexts, as in the descriptions in the Prologue, the dialogues in Dido, 
Lucrece, and Ariadne, and the narrative in all the legends. 
Finally, Chaucer also changed his technique, dropping the amplification 
found in Troilus in favor of abbreviation of material. Sometimes, as Frank 
concludes, Chaucer was successful in all he was trying to do. Thisbe seems the 
best of his successes. The legend is not simply a translation of Ovid's story in 
13 
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the Metamorphoses. Frank notes Chaucer's "easy, idiomatic, unstrained 
English" which does not have "the awkward, spastic quality of the trar1slation 
about it" (51). The enormity of the task Chaucer undertook is perhaps most 
evident in the Legend of Ariadne where the reader faces a confusion of tone 
brought on by Chaucer's attempt "to include too much, too many attitudes, too 
much of experience" (133). In Ariadne Chaucer draws on several sources and 
mixes comedy and pathos, but fails to provide any unity for the whole. These 
two examples, Thisbe and Ariadne, are perhaps extremes of the good and bad, 
respectively, one encounters in the LGW. What one does become aware of in 
looking at the whole work, is that Chaucer was trying new ideas and meth(?ds; 
this is a major purpose of the LGW. 
Chaucer prepares his audience for this "experiment" in the Prologue. 
There he seeks an audience and \\'"'"arns them that they will encounter new, 
unfamiliar things (19-20). As Frank puts it, the Prologue does not consist of 
"daisies, daisies, daisies all the way," but serves as a "prelude to an open raid on 
the literature of the past" (13). Chaucer is most concerned with books; the 
opening seg111ent of the Prologue makes that clear: 
Than mote we to hokes that we fynde, 
Thurgh whiche that olde thinges hen in mynde, 
And to the doctrine of these olde wyse, 
Y eve credence, in every skylful wise, 
That tellen of these olde appreved stories 
Of holynesse, of regnes, of victories, 
Of love, of hate, of other sondry thynges, 
Of whiche I may not maken rehersynges. 
And yf that olde hokes were aweye, 
Yloren were of remembraunce the keye. 
W el ought us thanne honouren and beleve 
These hokes, there we han noon other preve. 
(LGW, Fl 7-28) 
Books serve as his authorities and guides; they are the "accumulated body 
of tradition" he so respects. Chaucer is not interested in "the act of 'creating' ... 
14 
material" but in "[transmitting] ... already existing 'matter' from another 
language, with such additions and subtractions as might seem necessary" (32).6 
Chaucer is also concerned with warning his audience that they will not 
find the usual love vision or courtly love tale in his new work. Part of this 
warning entails Chaucer presenting a rehearsal of his past writings. He then 
moves into a discussion of what he intends to write about. He conjures up a 
blessing for his innovations via the fiction of an imposed task: to write about 
faithful women. That task is a penance for a supposed transgression~ This 
device of "the charge of heresy and the imposition of penance," writes Frank, 
[suggests Chaucer's] impatience with the more orthodox poetry of courtly love, 
and a 'guilty' intention to abandon this for other kinds of writing ... [it] 
enables him to suggest some of hls problems as an artist ... [and] it lends an 
illusion of orthodoxy to the new kind of story he is introducing,. which is 
written at the command of the God of Love and his queen as an act of penance. 
(34-5) 
The entire exchange between the God of Love, Alceste, and the poet allows 
one to believe that the stories to follow are sanctioned by a higher authority. 
Ironically, that authority comes directly out of the courtly love tradition, giving 
the impression that the legends will adhere to that same code. Frank points out 
that abiding by this premise throughout the legends leads one ~to overestimate 
the subservience of [those] legends to the code" (26). But, Chaucer has 
something altogether different in mind: 
Having shown how well he could do the old soft shoe number (in creating the 
May time vision of Alceste and her ladies), Chaucer goes on to what concerns 
him, his career as a writer, and the kind of material he wishes to be free to 
work on. Tl1e basic image of the vision is suggestive: he is charged with heresy 
against love, and he is obliged to do penance. The image suggests feelings of 
guilt: he has to a degree violated the code, he wishes to be even more free of its 
limitations, and he will be. And the image suggests feelings of restriction: to 
6R. 0. Payne in The Key of Remembrance also quotes the above lines from the Prologue. He 
notes that "books ... are indeed records of what we do not experience directly" (94). However, 
experience also has its place in the pursuit of knowledge. Together, experience and books, or in 
Payne's words the pragmatic and traditional, "become complemetary'' because tradition affirms 
the universality of experience (96). 
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write within the code is punishment. (27) 
Frank identifies the poet of the Prologue directly with Chaucer, a practice 
generally frowned upon in this critical age of the "persona" and "Chaucerian 
innocent." However, his argument demands this close an identification since 
Chaucer is preparing the way for what can only be called an experiment. 
Asking an audience for indulgence while the author tries out a few new ideas 
and techniques may require a more direct appeal than a persona provides. 
Frank would seem justified in linking Chaucer as writer with the poet of the 
Prologue. 
Regardless of whether or not one agrees with Frank's interpretation of the 
Prologue, he has proven the necessity of examining it as an integral part of the 
Legend if we wish fully to understand the work. For too long critics have 
separated the body of legends from the Prologue, almost treating the two as 
unrelated pieces. This allows labeling the former "inferior" and the latter 
"superior." One can also avoid the problem of having to reconcile the two parts of 
the work by studying them as a unit. The Prologue should not be divorced from 
the legends. It serves as an introduction to them and as such sheds light on the 
LGW as a whole. 
0 
In his consideration of the legends themselves, Frank examines each one 
(,l 
on its own merits. The first three, Cleopatra, Thisbe, and Dido, present the 
models for the rest of the legends. There is no one clear source for Cleopatra. 
Frank mentions the following as "candidates": "Plutarch, Floros' Epitome Reru,ri 
Romanorum, Orosius, Boccaccio's De Casibus Virorum Illustrium and De Claris 
Mulieribus, and Vincent of Beauvais' Speculum Historiale" (38). This legend 
represents a piecework and since we cannot find one core source "we cannot 
determine [its] effect on the narrative [Chaucer] created" (39). There is no way 
of telling where or how Chaucer cut and rearranged his materials. Judging the 
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legend a failure due to a lack of "imaginative unity," Frank does praise 
Chaucer's "almost 'impressionistic' use of detail," especially in the sea battle. 
Thisbe is a success, mainly because of what Chaucer chose as his source and 
how he treated it. The story he found in the Metamorphoses was well suited in 
length and topic to what he was doing. Ovid provided "a straightforward 
narrative uncluttered by irrelevancies or elaborations" and Chaucer's 
"translating and reworking [that narrative] ... may well have been an 
education" (48). 7 In Dido one finds a reworking of material from Virgil's Aeneid 
and Ovid's Heroides. In cutting much of the material from Virgil, Chaucer 
shifted the emphasis of the story from epic to the human level, thereby creating 
a "narrative of sentiment" (59, 64). Chaucer's Dido is "almost tragic" while 
Aeneas, through careful condensing and cutting, emerges as a cad, albeit a 
somewhat comic 011e. 
The foregoing legends, writes Frank, provide the models regarding 
reworking source material for the remaining six (79). In Cleopatra we are 
treated to invention and improvisation due to the scant story line Chaucer found 
in any of his possible origi11als. Chaucer could also closely follow a good source, 
as he so ably demonstrates in Thisbe. The third example, Dido, manifests 
Chaucer's capacity for abbreviation, his ability to cut a source that is too long 
and contains material inappropriate to his own story. These three legends set 
the pattern for Chaucer's methods, although one will find modifications of the 
techniques (79). 
Hypsipyle and Medea furnishes an immediate example of such a· 
7Frank concurs with Shannon that choice of material has· a great deal to with the success or 
failure of a story. Try as he might, if Chaucer didn't have a good tale to work from his final 
product would often suffer, in part because he was "not a great inventor of plots" (91) Of course, 
the converse is also true. Where Chaucer had a good source to work from he usually produced a 
good story. 
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modification. Here, Chaucer found it necessary to piece together incidents and 
details from a variety of sources. He unifies two separate stories using Jason as 
the link between them, an original device. This shifts the emphasis of the story 
onto Jason and at the same time creates an attack on courtly love. Frank 
contends that Chaucer's purpose may have been a novel one, namely to examine 
"unromantic love realistically" (90). However, the story remains a failure, again 
due to Chaucer's sources. There, in those sources, Chaucer did not find enough 
detail to flesh out his own story. He lacked the narrative needed "to realize the 
characters of Jason [and] Hercules" and in the case of Medea he had the wrong 
sort of story, which forced him to edit the narrative drastically. Frank 
maintains that "Chaucer needed to have narrative provided him" implying that 
Chaucer was not adept at producing original narrative (91). 
The next legend, Lucrece, like Dido, demonstrates "judicious cutting" on 
Chaucer's part. He found a congenial original to work from in Ovid's Fasti and 
Heroides. The tale, as found in the LGW, is marked by a clarity resulting from 
Chaucer's "almost matter-of-fact" style (109). It also serves as an exemplar of 
"Chaucerian pathos," containing all the elements of his later "pathetic tales": 
Helplessness, innocence, suffering, and grief are the principal elements, above 
all innocence and helplessness. These elements are set off agai11st a 
threatening violence, malevolent and overwhelming, leading to an assault on 
sensibility, usually physical as well as emotional, a laceration of flesh and 
feeling .... The central figure ... is almost invariably a woman ... or a child, or 
both .... (95) 
These characteristics turn up again in the Canterbury Tales in the stories of 
Constance, Griselda, and Virginia. 
Much of what Chaucer attempts in the LGW in the way of innovation in 
tone, style, technique, and subject matter reappears in the Canterbury Tales. 
Franks points this out in numerous spots, thereby strengthening his insistence 
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on the importance of the Legend in the Chaucer canon.8 One cannot ignore the 
work if one wants fully to understand and appreciate Chaucer's previous and 
subsequent writing. 
In Frank's view Chaucer's failed legends also offer valuable insight into 
his development of new techniques. Ariadne, like Hysipyle and Medea, is such a 
case. Again we are faced with a plethora of sources for Chaucer's tale: Ovid, 
Boccaccio, the Ovide Moralise, Plutarch, Virgil, and a few others. However, this 
tale is not the piecework that Hypsipyle and Medea is. Chaucer's troubles do 
largely stem from the sources, writes Frank, but his major problem. in this 
legend is his method (113). Relying heavily on dialogue, Chaucer expands upon 
his originals, sometimes improvising, and ends up with strange mix of tones. 
He parodies the heroic image· and romantic love (Ariadne mouths romantic 
sentiments but calculates her gains), but ends the poem with pathos (Ariadne is 
' 
left pining on the shore). One encounters a strange combination of "comedy and 
pathos," as if Chaucer were attempting a mixture of tones. Because the poem 
lacks unity it fails in this attempt (130-1). However, the shifting tones in 
Ariadne do signal a "dissatisfaction with conventional form," something Frank 
argues is evident throughout the LGW (132). 
Again, according to Frank, neither Philomela's nor Phyllis' legends are a 
success. Each poem suffers a major shortcoming, Philomela from overcutting 
and Phyllis from a radical change in tone from the original (138,147). The 
source for both legends is largely Ovid, although Chaucer changed the character 
of the stories he found in the Metamorphoses and Heroides, respectively. 
Phyllis' tale Chaucer likely first encountered in the Roman de la Rose. From 
8See the following pages: 95 on pathos; 116 on attitudes toward love; 170 on narrative style; 186 
on the use of amplification. 
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evidence in the House of Fame Frank believes he had also read the version in 
the Heroides at some point (146). In order to create a pathetic tale out of 
Philomela's story Chaucer was obliged to excise all mention of her defiance. His 
tale thus remains flat and underdeveloped, its to11e changed to one of pathos, all 
of the potential power of the story lost (143-4). In the Legend of Phyllis he 
focuses not on Phyllis, but on Demophon, never fully developing her character. 
He also uses a "light," "mocking" tone in describing Demophon, so roundly 
mocking him that in this tale Chaucer approaches "the mood if not the matter of 
the fabliau" (14 7, 155). 
The final legend, Hypermnestra, is another success according to Frank. In 
this poem Chaucer demonstrates that he can overcome the problems his source, 
or sources, may present (156). He converts the "essentially lyric-dramatic 
monologue [of the Heroides] into narrative form, and he succeeds completely" 
(157). The reader finds his sympathy immediately engaged because 
Hypermnestra is the pivot of the story. Reworking the original story, Chaucer 
omits from his legend the other forty-nine brides and the bridegrooms tl1ey had 
butchered, focusing all his attention on her. There is a "sense of reality to the 
? ~ 
poem" (167); the heroine is at the same time innocent and simple, and steadfast 
and strong (165-6). The storyline moves forward as expected, but with a strong 
element of suspense. The reader is involved, concentrating on a single story 
which is "relatively pure" (168). Frank sums up the legend's success, providing 
a measure by which any of Chaucer's tales can be judged: 
[The Le.gend of Hypermnestra] is an account of an action in which the central 
character operates within certain simply established probabilities and 
demonstrates in the circumstances of the narrative a reversal which is simply 
that same character further revealed. What made Hypermnestra a devoted 
daughter makes her a devoted wife ... the story fulfills its own conditions and 
demonstrates its own nature. The skill, finally, is everything, the skill of the 
masterly narrator. (168) 
Having examined the Prologue and all of the legends, one faces the 
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question: what is the value of the Legend? According to Frank its importance 
lies in its being an experiment. As Frank writes at the beginning of his study, 
the LGW occurs at a "critical" moment in Chaucer's career, the word "critical" 
emphasizing 
... that Chaucer, as an artist, did certain things in the years before 1386 
[when he began the LGW] that he would never do again and that after 1386, 
beginning with the Legend, he would do certain things he had never done 
before. (1) 
If this is true, and Frank presents a strong argument for the proof, then the 
LGW is of vital importance in understanding Chaucer's work. 
There are certain elements in this experiment which according to Frank 
are worth noting. Chaucer moved towards "pure narrative," towards telling a 
story for the sake of the story and not solely for its moral value (184-5). The 
.Legen,d's "great achievement" rests in "its amazing [and] unexpected dedication 
to story, to narrative as such" (185). At the same time Chaucer begins to use the 
sequence of the stories to a particular end: 
... the narrative as a whole has become the agent of [Chaucer's] subtlest 
commentary: this tale against this tale .... (186) 
We also see Chaucer varying his technique in reworking his source material. 
Having successfully exploited amplification in Troilus and Criseyde he now 
perfected the art of abbreviation and summarization. Some of his stories in the 
LGW are masterpieces of quick narration which still maintain a "rapid forward 
movement at appropriate moments" (171). Frank also notes a change in 
Chaucer's presentation of the nature of his characters. In Troilus Chaucer was 
content to let his audience's familiarity with the story fill in the characterization 
(176-7). However, in the LGW he began to see that the short narrative demands 
establishing at the beginning of a narrative the role of a principal character 
where the character was not to operate within a conventional or familiar role. 
(183) 
For his legends to work, Chaucer's audience had to understand the nature of the 
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actors. 
In concluding, Frank finally addresses the legendary problem of Chaucer's 
"boredom." He notes the appearance of the opinion early in modern Chaucer 
criticism, going on to lay the blame for it at the feet of critics who misread 
sections of the Legend.9 Close perusal of these lines shows that they are 
necessary to the tone and texture of the work. Chaucer turns abbrevation arid 
its companion occupatio to good use. He employs the devices to shorten his 
story, "to indicate he is cutting his material, to intensify, to conclude a scene, 
and to serve other rhetorical purposes" (201). For example, the following lines 
from Cleopatra, 
The weddynge and the feste to d.evyse, 
To me, that have ytake swich empryse 
Of so many a story for to rr1ake, 
It were to longe, lest that I shulde slake 
Of thyng that bereth more effect and charge; 
For men may overlade a ship or barge. 
And forthy ~o th'effect thanne wol I skyppe, 
And al the remenaunt, I wol lete it slippe. 
(LGW, 616-623) 
"both [reaffirm] the ambitious nature of the project and [suggest] the 
elaborateness of the wedding feast without being obliged to describe it" (201). 
Additionally, Frank argues that, "the expression of weariness seems to be a 
Chaucerian topos at the very least, and possibly may be more general" (205). 
Frank's conclusions are radical in that they are novel. To this point no 
other critic had examined the entire LGW so closely, nor so carefully judged it 
upon its artistic and intrinsic merits. He has laid the groundwork for others to 
build on. Having looked at the work in detail, at Chaucer's style, technique, 
tone, and story selection, Frank has opened up new avenues for others to 
9Frank examines the following lines in detail: F570-577, 616-623, 2255-2260, 2452-2464. See 
the chapter "Excursus: Chaucer's Boredom" for a full discussion. 
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explore. If nothing else, his work encourages one to reexamine the legends. The 
Legend, as Frank presents it, shows clear evidence of the poet at work. This is 
perhaps as close as we will ever come to having Chaucer's rough drafts and 
working papers. For that reason alone it bears close scrutiny. Whether one 
accepts Frank's conclusions or not, his work is a benchmark against which to 
measure what has been done since . 
·G 
Chapter 4 
Survey of Criticism Since 1972 
After Frank's Chaucer and the Legend of Good Women there was no 
immediate surge in publicatio.ns concerning the LGW. This may be due to a 
variety of reasons, the most obvious being the time delay between writing a 
manuscript and finally publishing it. There may also have existed a need, one 
that always exists, to review and then incorporate new ideas into newer 
criticism. However, critics were considering the work, and by the late seventies 
articles on the entire work or individual legends began to appear witb .. some 
regularity. The 1980's saw a major increase in criticism on the Legend, with 
more than two-thirds of the articles, and the two book-length studies, considered 
in this survey appearing after 1980.10 These works may be conveniently divided 
for treatment into three groups: articles dealing with individual legends, articles. 
dealir1g with a group of legends or the entire work, and the two books. 11 
In the first group, those articles concerning individual legends, critics deal 
comprehensively with only four of the nine legends: Cleopatra, Thisbe, Dido, 
and Lucrece. Hypermnestra, Phyllis, and Hypsipyle and Medea are mentioned 
only in short articles noting a source or later usage of a line or two in the 
respective legend. Why critics should examine only four of the legends in any 
kind of detail cannot be definitively answered. However, certain observations do 
10See Appendix for the annotated, selected bibliography. 
11In the presentation that follows, although chronological considerations are helpful in 
organizing the treatment of the post-Frank criticism, they are secondary to considerations of 
content and approach. What the critics have written, rather than when, determines the order of 
treatment. 
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come to mind. Frank considers three of the legends, Thisbe, Dido, and Lucrece, 
successes. They represent Chaucer at his best in the legends of the LGW. All 
three main characters are interesting and well drawn; the action moves a.long 
well and the tales hold the reader's interest. More importantly, Chaucer was 
successful in reworking his source material. The Legend of Thisbe adheres 
closely to its original in the Metamorphoses. In the Legend of Dido Chaucer 
works with two sources, reworking Dido's story from the Aeneid in such a way 
that he presents us with a whole new perspective on her story. The Legend of 
Lucrece stands as a model of Chaucerian pathos and clarity, both achieved by 
Chaucer's careful cutting and reworking of his sou"rce material. Frank does not 
particularly consider the Legend of Cleopatra a success, although the sea battle 
can stand on its own merits. However, Cleopatra must attract any critic's 
attention simply by her incongruity in the Legend. She does not seem to us a 
"good woman" by any standard. Somehow her spot in the legendary, especially 
at the head of it, needs explaining. The other legends, including those 
mentioned only in short articles, were either failures, according to Frank, or just 
difficult to deal with. He labels the Legend of Ariadne a failure because there is 
no unity of tone and Chaucer's method, expansion, did not suit the story (114-5). 
In this case successes are easier and more interesting to explain than "failures." 
Other legends present problems which no one seems eager to deal with. Such is 
the case with the Legend of Hypermnestra. It is the unfinished tale of the 
unfinished legendary. And even though one would expect closer consideration of 
it within this group of articles, it has been relatively untouched. 
---
The four short articles in this group, by A. S. G. Edwards, J. M. Cowen, 
<\ 
Mary Shaner, and Sheila Delaney (1988), seem at first rather unimportant. The 
authors discuss use or borrowing of a word or line in their chosen texts, 
Hypsipyle and Medea, Phyllis, and Hypermnestra respectively. These items are 
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important, however, because they help clarify potentially obscure references and 
point out new possible connections to other works. For example, Shaner's note 
on a possible source for Chaucer's error in confusing Danaus and Aegyptus 
indicates an unexamined source someone should look at more closely (Shaner, 
341). Likewise, Cowen in her 1984 Notes and Queries article points out a 
possible Italian source for 
Y oure anker which ye in oure haven leyde 
Hyghte us that ye wolde comen out of doute, 
Or that the mone wente ones aboute. 
(LGW, 2501-3) 
If she is right in claiming that Chaucer borrowed these lines from 
Boccaccio's De Genealogia Deorum for the Legend of Phyllis, then we are again 
presented with another source for further study. Edwards' article is interesting 
in that it, like Thompson's, discovers a later borrowing by a fifteenth century 
author from the LGW.12 Again, we see that the Legend of·Good Women was in 
r 
circulation in the centuries immediately following Chaucer's death, indicating 
that it was not a lost or forgotten work. 
In a short article published in 1988, Sheila Delaney argues that Geoffrey 
of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae may have afforded Chaucer a certain 
line concerning Pyramus' death. Delaney feels the line recalls Frollo's death 
scene is in the Historia: 
Betynge with his heles on the grounde 
(LGW, 863) 
Furthermore, Delaney states that this borrowing was not the only one 
from Geoffrey's work. She claims that 
the dedication of Geoffreys work addresses the same general topic broached in 
the opening lines (F and G, 1-15) of the Prologue of the Legend of Good 
Women: historical tradition and the modes of transmission. (Delaney 1988, 
171) 
12See Chapter 2 for note on Thompson's article. 
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In both works, the narrators' methods and their subject matter are at odds 
producing tension within the text. The narrators both claim to follow ancient 
authority while the narratives they produce seem suspect in veracity in the case 
of the Historia and in seriousness in the case of the LGW. Admitting that 
Ch·aucer did not take his "inspiration for the Legend of Good Women from 
Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia," Delaney does claim that an attitude towards 
the latter work may have informed Chaucer's. She points out that most readers 
regard the Historia with a great deal of skepticism and that Chaucer must have 
as well, if h~ knew the work as Delaney claims he did. That Chaucer borrowed 
a line from such a work "ought to lead us to suspect such skepticism as the 
informing spirit of the Legend of Good Women" (Delaney 1988, 173). Delaney 
further supports her argument by suggesting that Chaucer possibly used the 
Historia in the Franklin's Tale for the name Arviragus, and based on these two 
borrowings she contends that Chaucer must have known the work (Delaney 
1988, 171). Although an interesting study, the proof for this assertion may be 
somewhat thin. It is, despite Delaney, not obvious that Chaucer was borrowing, 
even in the case of the lines from the Prologue, and her assertions cannc>t ··alone 
support the argument that Chaucer definitely knew the Historia and that 
general skepticism of it was meant to carry into the entire LGW. 
The remaining articles in this group take various, sometimes overlapping, 
approaches to their topics. Much of the critics' work relies on the source studies 
of people like Shannon and Frank and others. Henry L. Harder and Carol 
Weiher both examine some of the similarities between Gower's and Chauce~'s 
portrayals of Lucrece~ Harder, in a sometimes confusing article, argues that 
Chaucer, like Gower, used Livy as a source in writing about Lucrece. He begins 
I.;) 
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by noting Chaucer's overwhelming debt to Ovid, but notes the two points in the 
legend which reflect Livy's work: Lucrece telling "her husband Collatine about 
the rape and her shame," and Chaucer locating "the events in Rome rather than 
in Collatia" (Harder, 1). Neither item can be found in Ovid, but both are present 
in Livy. Harder admits that it is difficult to take seriously Chaucer's claim of 
having followed Livy precisely because Ovid's influence is so visible. However, 
the parallels to Livy are striking in the scene between Lucrece and her family 
(LGW, 1839-49). Harder also offers Gower's misreading of Livy's Latin on where 
the rape of Lucrece took place as a plausible means for Chaucer's making the 
same mistake. 
Weiher in her 1976 article looks at the different uses Gower and Chaucer 
make of the same stories, Lucrece's and Virginia's. Both use Ovid's Fasti, but in 
different ways, Chaucer focusing on Lucrece and Gower on the downfall of the 
Tarquins. Chaucer, writes Weiher, "uses the sinfulness of men to point up his 
real concern, the heroine's virtue" (9). Gower is more concerned with the 
downfall of lecherous rulers in keeping with the purpose of the Confessio 
Amantis, the education of the "lover." The divergence in purpose in Chaucer's 
and Gower's use of Ovid extends to their treatment of the story of Virginia. 
Each poet treats his Virginia similarly to his Lucrece; Chaucer · emphasizes 
Virginia's virtue and Gower her tormentor's immorality. Weiher concludes that 
although both authors tell 
similar stories ... for a single purpose ... the nature of that purpose depends 
on which writer is doing the telling. (9) 
Both Chaucer and Gower make use of Ovid's Fasti and Livy for this 
legend. Contrasting Chaucer's use with Gower's use of the same sources offers 
an interesting insight into Chaucer's methods and perhaps, peripherally, his 
flexibility in using his sources. Gower's point, maintain both Harder and 
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Weiher, is to warn a king from lustfulness; thus his emphasis is on the immoral 
nature of the male characters. Lucrece's virtue, as well as Virginia's, is the 
focus of Chaucer's work, thus he concentrates on Lucrece's character. From 
these two studies it is interesting to note that Chaucer's purpose in telling 
Lucrece's tale differs from its original purpose in classical literature. Livy's and 
Ovid's concern was history and-,,:gi_orals: how the Roman ret.blic came to be and 
why. Chaucer reworks an old story so as to produce a similar story with a 
different focus, namely Lucrece's chastity and not the Tarquins' downfall. At 
the same time, one should note that comparing Chaucer's work to a 
contemporary's emphasizes the variety of uses to which medieval authors put 
the same stories. Studies of this sort off er another means of discovering where 
Chaucer stands among his contemporaries. 
Weiher and Harder are not the only critics to note Chaucer's reworking of 
source material. In "Chaucer's Pyramus and Thisbe" James W. Spisak, like 
Weiher, notes a change in the effect of a story once Chaucer is finished with it. 
In the Le.gend of Thisbe Chaucer ignores Thisbe's metamorphosis and 
concentrates on the canonization of his heroine (Spisak 1984, 205). The result is 
that the tale becomes ironic, for praising an innocent girl is hardly a burden or a 
penance. Thisbe is never portrayed in previous literature as anything else but 
good; consequently, there should be no need to prove her good, as the narrator 
seems to do in the Legend of Thisbe. Added to that are certain changes in 
Thisbe's character; she seems a bit hasty, says Spisak, and prone to committing 
"folye," which is why she is kept at home (208). Pyramus is changed too; be 
berates himself for having been late, thus causing Thisbe's presumed death. He 
is no longer the bland, flat character found in the Metamorphoses (Spisak 1984, 
207-8). The purpose here is to show that, though she is steadfast in love, Thisbe 
is just as foolish and hasty in love as Pyramus. She lives up to her promise, but 
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in order to do so she must "be as foolish as [Pyramus in making it]" (Spisak 
1984, 209). To achieve this, according to Spisak, Chaucer fleshed out the rather 
flat characters he found in Ovid's account of the story. This stands to reason, for 
if Spisak is correct in his view of Chaucer's purpose then Chaucer needed more 
substantial, human characters to depict it. 
Alan T. Gaylord in his "Dido at Hunt, Chaucer at Work" is less interested 
in the purpose of a story than in the "technical questions of versification," in 
which he claims Chaucer himself was interested when he wrote the Legend 
(300). Gaylord's article contains a careful examination of Chaucer's move to the 
decasyllabic couplet as his predominant verse form. He traces the development 
of the octosyllabic line from French poetry to Chaucer's early works. He argues 
that Chaucer developed the decasyllabic couplet from the octosyllabic, a 
development that may be 
... a demonstration that the octosyllabic line was so basic to Chaucer's craft 
that the decasyllabic was a loosening, or a padding, of what came most 
naturally. (311) 
In the following sets of lines from Dido, the first Chaucer's decasyllabic original 
and the second Gaylord's reworking of them, Gaylord demonstrates that one can 
reduce the decasyllabic lines of the LGW to octosyllabic ones without losing any" 
of the meaning of the passage. First Chaucer's lines, 
The dawenyng up-rist out of the se. 
This amorous queene chargeth hire meyne 
The nettes dresse, and speres brode and keene; 
An huntyng wol this lusty freshe queene, 
So priketh hire this 11ewe joly wo. 
(LGW, 1188-92) 
and then Gaylord's version, 
The dawenyng rist out of these. 
This quien chargith hire mayne 
The nettis dresse, and speres kene; 
An huntynge wolde this lusti queene, 
So priketh hire this iolye wo. 
(309) 
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At the same time Gaylord notes Chaucer's use of abbreviatio and his 
moving from Virgil to Ovid to support his characterization of Aeneas. This last 
has been covered before, in Shannon and in Frank. However, Gaylord's 
arguments concerning the lineage of Chaucer's verse form are valuable. He 
points out a possible purpose in Chaucer's experimentation: 
... one sees a kind of poetry that is accomplished in its narrative movement, 
using the new freedom of decasyllabic verses for a· longer breath, and wider 
prospect. The frame of couplets is thoroughly adapted to the needs of the 
narrative ... clearly, the development of this mode of story-telling is towards 
an image of talking, so that the new line length of ten syllables provides more 
room and breath for the ernergence of a literary-colloquial register. (314) 
If Frank was right in emphasizing the LGW as a quasi training-ground for the 
Canterbury Tales, then Gaylord's study is a natural extension of the inquiry into 
matters of prosodic technique and execution. 
Beverly Taylor in her article on the literary background of Cleopatra and 
Marilynn Desmond in her article on the relationship between the Legend of 
Dido and the Aeneid both address the problem of what a fourteenth-century 
audience might have already known about the women Chaucer presented in the 
• 
LGW. Seeking an answer to this problem may seem a hopeless task because, 
other than. through listings of books in wills and similar extant documents, we 
in the twentieth century cannot know precisely what they in the fourteenth 
century were reading or hearing. However, one can trace the literary ancestry 
of a stock character (all the ladies of the Legend are stock characters), thus 
determining the character's type, whether good or bad, heroic or cowardly, 
chaste or lustful. What sort of effect does this literary heritage have on the 
work in question? Similarly, critics can state with certainty that the Aeneid 
influenced Chaucer. Not only did he exp~icitly claim to follow Virgil's "lanterne" 
(LGW, 926), he also borrowed directly from the work. For example, in his notes 
for the Legend of Dido Robinson notes the correspondence between the following 
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lines from the legend: 
"Saw ye," quod she, "as ye han walked wyde, 
Any of my sustren walke yow besyde 
With any wilde bor or other best, 
That they han hunted to, in this forest, 
Ytukked up, with arwes in hire cas?" 
(LGW, 978-82) 
and these lines from the Aeneid: 
She spoke first: 
"Ho, young fellows, have you seen--
Can you say where-one of m.y sisters here, 
In a spotted lynx-hide, belted with a quiver, 
Scouting the wood, or shouting on the track 
Behind a foam-flecked boar?" 
(Aeneid, I.435-439) 
Robinson cites other such examples in his notes to the Legend of Dido: at 
lines 983-93, 1061-65, 1066-7.4, 1086-1102, etc. The question then must be, did 
Chaucer expect his audience to bring a knowledge of Virgil's work to the 
Legend? These are the questions Taylor and Desmond consider. 
Throughout Roman and medieval literature Cleopatra's reputation was 
consistently bad. Classical authors, from Vir{;il to Plutarch, depicted Cleopatra 
"as a figure of the utmost luxury and excess" who "seduced and dominated 
Antony, who opposed the Roman Empire" (Taylor, 251). In short, she was an 
evil woman, an enemy of the Empire, cavalier in her attitude toward human 
life, and a wanton. This reputation firmly established, writes Taylor,· it 
remained constant into the Middle Ages where 
... patristic and medieval authorities reiterated the ideas established by 
classical writers and further evaluated her conduct to reflect medieval religion 
and social values. If anything, the medieval Cleopatra was less esteemed than 
her classical antecedent. (253) 
Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio all condemn her for her lust and pride. 
Boccaccio especially, Taylor notes, provides "a synopsis of alll1:~st every 
- ·- ----, __ _ 
unflattering detail which exists in the classical tradition of Cleopatra" (258). 
Finally, her reputation carries into English literature. Gower uses Cleopatra as 
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an example of the destructive sort of love one should seek to avoid by returning 
"to the rule of Reason" (258). 
Chaucer, Taylor maintains, could not have been "unaware of the tradition 
... a tradition which illustrates Cleopatra's antithetical relationship to Alceste" 
(259). Yet, it would seem that Chaucer treats Cleopatra with considerable 
sympathy, a situation that produces an ironic effect in his legend. That 
Chaucer's treatment of Cleopatra is ironic becomes clear if one juxtaposes the 
traditional Cleopatra with his superficially favorable treatment of her (259ff). 
(, 
Antony and Cleopatra's relationship becomes a "parody of the ideal of 'wyfhood'" 
in that Cleopatra seduces him and entices him into leaving his truly wed wife 
(Taylor, 268). Their relationship, writes Taylor, "produces a topsy-turvy scheme 
of order" in which Cleopatra's ruling Antony (Chaucer writes that "she hadde 
hym as hire leste"), reflects their combined "defiance of order in political realms" 
(268). Finally, Taylor argues that this legend is not a failure, as Frank termed 
it. She agrees that Cleopatra as a character is never fully developed, but 
Chaucer never intended her to be so. He wished to demonstrate the 
"consequences of [Cleopatra's] actions as a lover" and he wanted his audience 
to focus not on the lovers as lovers, but on the results of the love relationship, 
its consequences to individuals and to human society. (Taylor, 269) 
Success in this depends upon the audience perceiving the irony in the narrator's 
retelling of the tale, which is possible only if they are aware of the tradition 
behind the story. Taylor's judgment of this tale as perhaps not a success but· 
certainly not a failure suggests some interesting possibilities for the other 
legends Frank deemed failures. A different approach to them, relating them to 
their informing traditions, may redeem some of them from being labeled 
failures. 
Desmond's views on what Chaucer expects his audience to bring to the 
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work owes something to deconstruction critics who seek out the relationships 
between works. She notes that often in the legends matter and purpose are at 
odds. Not all the heroines are genuinely and equally good; not all the men are 
truly villainous. Looking beyond this observation Desmond writes that 
the reference to these women is ... [also] a reference to their preservation in 
texts. Of all these women and all these texts, the Legend of Dido and its 
pre-text the Aeneid pose the most problematic relationship, since the ugend of 
Dido evokes and presupposes the most recognized and revered of classical 
texts in the Middle Ages. (63) 
But the Aeneid is not the sole source for Chaucer's retelling of Dido's story. He 
al~ relies upon her letter in Ovid's Heroides. The two sources are somewhat at 
odds in their treatment of Dido, something Chaucer seems to have capitalized 
on. Desmond notes what others have noted before her, especially Shannon, 
"that Chaucer relied on Virgil for the facts and Ovid for the in.terpretation of 
-them" (63). 
By using both sources Chaucer creates a "narrative tension" in his work. 
The reader is aware of both sources, indeed Desmond believes the audience 
must recognize the Virgilian references for the story to work, but neither one 
nor the other source dominates to produce a simple resolution (63-4). Much of 
this interaction is produced by the narrator's "mishandling" of his originals. He_ 
distorts the texts, translating loosely in many cases, thus producing a work 
which becomes intelligible only when read with its precursors firmly in mind. 
The reader is the "repository of the texts which account for the intelligibility of 
the text" (qtd. in Desmond, 66). Further, it is the audience which must 
"reconcile the opposing texts" Chaucer has introduced (66). Desmond has gone a 
step beyond source studies and Taylor's discovering th.e literary background of a 
character. For for the Legend of Dido to work and by extension any of the other 
legends, the audience/reader must be aware of the sources which stand behind 
the text Chaucer produced. Perhaps Shannon and Frank assumed this to be 
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true; Desmond makes the assumptibn explicit. As we shall see in an article 
discussed below, critics assume an active engagement of the audience in reading 
the Le,gend. ( 
There remain two articles for discussion in this group. James W. Spisak 
actually began his examination of the Legend of Thisbe in a 1983 article on its 
relationship to the play in A Midsummer Night's Dream, while George 
Sanderlin takes a particularly feminist view of Dido. Spisak proposes an 
interesting borrowing by Shakespeare of Chaucer's tale of Thisbe. As noted 
above, Spisak terms the legends ironic. Praising the innocent Thisbe is no great 
task. He also emphasizes that Thisbe is somewhat hasty and foolish in her love, 
having to resort to suicide to keep her promise of faithful love to Pyramus. 
Spisak then argues that this lone ironic treatment of Thisbe in medieval 
literature may have caught Shakepeare's attention. In Midsumnier Night's 
Dream the play of Pyramus and Thisbe is a "burlesque," a mocking of "young 
love" (Spisak 1983, 91)0 It serves to parody "other types of love that appear in 
1 . 
the world of [Shakespeare's] play" (94). Shakepeare may have recognized the 
possibilities for such a parody in Chaucer's handling of the story. Spisak 
believes he certainly recognized and understood the legend's ironic tone. 
Sanderlin, in his article "Chaucer's Legend of Dido-A Feminist 
Exemplum," puts a decidedly feminist "message") onto this legend. He believes 
Chaucer purposely told the story as "a negative exemplum of 'equal rights'" to 
illustrate "the lack of equality between the sexes" (Sanderlin, 332). He contrasts 
Virgil's deserted but "rational" Dido, as Sanderlin calls her, with Chaucer's 
abandoned an_d miserable Dido (336). Chaucer reworked the story in order to 
show that in unequal love affairs, ones in which one party's love is greater than 
the other's, 
if the one who loves unequally ... is left and is a woman, it is usually harder 
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for her to make her way in the world than for a man (see statistics under 
salaries--male, female, etc.). (Sanderlin, 337) 
The tale is a "negative exemplum ... of feminism" because it demonstrates how 
societal attitudes destroy a woman who has lost her good name "because a man, 
a false lover, has taken advantage of her" (Sanderlin, 337). Whether or not 
Chaucer believed that the sexes were unequal in love, one cannot impose 
twentieth-century ideas upon medieval authors. The 1980's have seen an 
increased concern with assuring women of their value and equality on their own 
merits. However, there seems to be no evidence that this was a concern in 
fourteenth-century England. No matter how much we may like Chaucer and 
want him to conform to our contemporary Weltanschauung, we cannot remake 
him into a "modern" author. 
Although each of the preceding articles deals with only one legend, each 
one is valuable in itself. A careful examination of the constituent parts of the 
LGW can lead to a better understanding of the whole. Desmond's, Spisak's, 
Weiher's, and Harder's close examinations of Chaucer's sources and how he 
reworked them sharpen our knowledge of influences and relationships between 
those sources and the legends. Gaylord's analysis of verse in the Legend of Dido 
points to a possible evolutionary path for Chaucer's decasyllabic verse and 
reinforces the opinion that the LGW is in part an experiment in verse form. 
Taylor's article on Cleopatra's literary reputation suggests another means of 
interpreting the remaining women of the legendary. Expanding upon source 
studies, as Taylor does, yields insight into how Chaucer constructed the legends 
and perhaps even into his purpose in writing some of them. However, the view 
of the LGW from individual legends is still narrow. The Legend, as Frank 
pointed out, contains a variety of stories and tones. It is not uniform in its 
presentation of "good women." Therefore, one must go on to examine the work as 
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a whole: Prologue and legends together, groups of legends, the work's 
relationship to contemporary pieces. 
The second group of articles does examine the entire LGW, or groups of 
legends. Interestingly, the majority of these articles were written after 1984, 
the exceptions being important articles by R. W. Frank, John M. Fyler, 
V. A. Kolve, and Elaine Tuttle Hansen. All four consider the ugend as a whole 
offering various interpretations of the work based on their examination of the 
text. From 1985 onwards there are no less than ten articles on the LGW. These 
articles propose new ways of looking at the poem. Critical emphasis shifts from 
concentrating on a single legend to discovering unifying themes and methods 
among the legends, to examining the audience's and reader's role in the work, 
and to considering its relatior1 to other fourteenth-century literature. 
This last development • Ill LGW criticism concerns itself with 
understanding how a literary work relates to other, contemporaneous works. 
More than simply examining possible sources for a work, critics who delve into 
the literary relations of a work attempt to establish for us twentieth-century 
readers links between seemingly unrelated works. For example, two critics in 
this group Sheila Delaney and Ruth M. Ames, compare Chaucer and Christine 
de Pizan in this way. Neither tries or even needs to prove that one influenced 
the other. This and other new critical themes are becoming apparent in LGW 
criticism. They offer a fresh means of looking at what has long seemed inferior 
and troublesome. 
In their introduction to Chaucer in the Eighties, editors Julian 
Wasserman and Robert Blanch summarize the new developments in Chaucer 
criticism, much of which applies to the LGW. They maintain that current 
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Chaucer criticism shows a "confirmation of traditional ways of reading Chaucer" 
while demonstrating the "rippling effects of developments in other disciplines" 
(xviii). Some of the developments they mention are: a redefined historicism 
which looks at the "verifiable facts of everyday life"; an awareness of the 
audience's involvement in reading the text; an interest in poetics and language; 
and a "return to text" (xviii-xix). They also note that critics have turned to 
.Chaucer's dream visions as "more overtly epistemological and theoretical works" 
(xix). By virtue of its Prologue the Legend fits into the category of dream visions. 
Critics, more aware of themselves as critics, have "become ... taken with 
Chaucer made in [their] own image, as theoretician, as literary critic" (xix). 
Judging by some of the foregoing studies, one might call Chaucer in his 
reworking of his sources a literary critic. What the editors do fail to mention in 
their list is feminist criticism, which has been gaining in popularity since the 
early 1970's. Its practitioners have become well enough established to branch 
out from examining nineteenth-century literature, where they made their first 
studies, to examining literature of other periods as well. 
These new themes may not all be immediately evident in the following 
articles or in LGW criticism as a whole. Some of them have been already 
evident in the studies of individual legends, as in Desmond's concern with the 
audience's participation in the Legend of Dido and Taylor's concern with 
Cleopatra's literary reputation through classical and medieval texts in which 
she presented a unified view of Cleopatra that has its basis in literary history. 
However, these trends are more visible in this group of articles concerned with 
the entire Legend. These are ideas and critical methods which came into their 
own in the 1980's. They are represented in LGW criticism by the large group of 
studies considering the poem as a whole. 
As with the previous group, critics do not restrict themselves solely to the 
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work itself, as Frank advocates in a 1975 article, "The Legend of Good Women: 
Some Implications." He argues, as he did in Chaucer and the Legend of Good 
Women, that it is the story that matters. That they have a "point" is "most 
peripheral for our examination" (Frank 1975, 67). The point of the legends may 
well be love in all its "variety and violence"; but, in the end, the topic itself is 
"fundamentally an excuse for Chaucer to tell stories" (Frank 1975, 74). What is 
important is to watch the method of the narrator in, unfolding his story, of the 
master storyteller at work. This rnay seem somehow simplistic, a restatement 
of what Frank has already pointed out elsewhere. However, his point should be 
noted: one must never lose sight of the text in suggesting new interpretations of 
it. 
For convenience the remaining articles are grouped roughly as follows: (1) 
those studies which deal with text and language; (2) studies which explore 
unifying themes and methods of looking at the LGW; and (3) studies which 
discuss the work's relationship to contemporary literature. 
The first, and by far the largest group, consists of those articles dealing 
with the language and text of the Legend. As Wasserman and Blanch pointed 
out in their introduction, in the eighties critics have returned to close 
examination of specific texts. Source work done by predecessors has influenced 
the critics in this group; they have built upon the accepted fact that Chaucer did 
use the Metamorphoses, Heroides, Aeneid, and other works in creating the LGW. 
They have also, I believe, profited from the example of Frank's careful study of 
the Prologue and legends in his book. 
The chapter, "The Legend of Good Women: Palinode and Procrustean 
Bed," from John M. Fyler's 1979 book Chaucer and Ovid, examines Chaucer's 
use of Ovid, several of whose works serve as major sources for the legends, as 
noted elsewhere in this study. Fyler begins his book by noting that where "Ovid 
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explores the psychology of how emotion inevitably frnstrates rational control," 
Chaucer generalizes this exploration to a view of the limitations of human 
reason and knowledge. His concerns are Ovidian .... [but he] adapted Ovidian 
techniques of style and structure to fit the demands of his own temperament 
and historical situation. (22) 
Chaucer takes the Ovidian stories and bends them to a new purpose. At the 
God of Love's request the narrator must cut and fit his stories into a rigid form, 
hence Fyler's use of the term "Procrustean Bed." Chaucer praises good women, 
perhaps as Fyler points out in the spirit of a line from Ovid's Ars Amatoria: 
Refrain from extending the guilt of a few [bad] women to them all; let each 
woman be judged on her merits. (qtd. in Fyler, 98) 
However, Chaucer (Fyler closely identifies the narrator with him) must by order 
of the God of Love "impose a prefabricated system, the literary form of the 
saint's life, on the flux and ambiguity of human experience." In the process he 
"belie[s] the complexity of the women he atten1pts to enshrine" (Fyler, 98). 
Their complexity is buried by the control the narrator exercises over them in 
telling their stories. Fyler points out that Chaucer borrows a technique from 
Ovid, but varies it to achieve the effect of uniformity among the ladies of the 
LGW: 
Ovid's heroines ... are all of a type; but, however interchangeable their 
rhetoric may be, they at least achieve some individuality and dramatic force by 
being allowed to tell their own stories .... the narrator of the Legend, in 
contrast, forces passivity on his heroines: he tells, and he controls their 
narratives. (109) 
For example, Chaucer's Hypsipyle has no "control" over what the narrator says 
about her, and, in fact, he includes her curse on Medea from the Heroides: 
And that she moste bothe hire chyldren spylle, 
And alle tho that sufferede hym his wille. 
(LGW, 1574-75) 
Thus Hypsipyle's innocence and goodness is somewhat suspect. Likewise, 
by eliminating Hypermnestra's forty-nine murderous sisters Chaucer has taken 
something away from her virtuous act of refusing to murder her husband. 
Hypermnestra's virtue has no black background against which to shine forth. 
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In the name of simplicity the narrator must censor his sources, thus making 
thoroughly evil women seem more and quite good women seem less than they 
are. 
The poet's difficulty, writes Fyler, lies in keeping the past in memory, in 
"finding the truth," and in "disentangl[ing] and arbitrat[ing] between ... 
sources" (110-11). The poet "filters" and "abridges" his material; the old works / 
take on new meanings. In this case, one sees that in serving Cupid's simplistic 
formula, one will )all short in serving "trouthe.". Likewise, the imperfect 
comparisons of the daisy to the sun and Alceste to Christ, for both are only like 
the thing they represent, symbolize the shortcomings of earthl)r love. Going 
beyond the simple, which does not translate to easy, study of the technical 
aspects of what Chaucer did with his sources, Fyler examines how he molded 
those sources to his own purpose. It is not enough to discover that Chaucer 
translated this or that line directly, or transferred the meaning of a passage into 
his own words. One should also ask, as Fyler does, how the source came to suit 
Chaucer's purpose and how he made it do so. The best example, according to 
Fyler himself, is the Legend of Dido. There Chaucer summarizes the story from 
the Aeneid, but follows Ovid in taking Dido's side in the matter of her love affair 
(111-12). Chaucer translates details from Dido's letter in the Heroides (her 
pregnancy), and at the same time "fabricat[es] damning bits of evidence" 
(Aeneas makes Dido "the wild promises of the seducer") (Fyler, 112). Both the 
Aeneid and the Iieroides provide Chaucer with needed material. However, to 
suit his purpose of portraying uniformly "good" women and consistently "false" 
men he enhances and edits both sources. 
Janet M. Cowen continues this line of questioning in her 1985 article 
"Chaucer's Le,gend of Good Women: Structure and Tone." In it she examines 
what sort of effect the interaction between the structure of the Legend and jts 
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tone has on the work. She points out that in some measure Chaucer's technique 
of abbreviating and condensing material for his legendary is analogous to the 
methods of the Legenda Aurea, a true legendary. Cowen then goes on to 
demonstrate how Chaucer produced the tone of the legends by reducing 
narrative to its bare bones, by sentimentalizing a story, by slightly changing the 
nature of a character, and so on. She does warn against making anti-feminism 
the sole purpose of the LGW, although she admits that 
... there can be no mistaking the suppressed antifeminist joke that runs 
through the work ... the choice of the theme of good women continually invites 
transposition into its comic opposite. (Cowen 1985, 433) 
Finally, it is the narrative techniques which help to produce the tone of the 
poem which differentiate it from true hagiography. In a "saint's legendary" 
point of view is uniform. In such a legendary 
the assumptions of the central subject, the writer, and the pious reader are 
identical. That is essential for the proper operation of the story. But in the 
Le.gend of Good Women this is never the case. The poem is neither pure 
pathos nor·· pure satire, although it is both aff~~tive and critical. (Cowen 1985, 
435) 
Chaucer has created exemplary figures, as one would expect in a legendary. 
They are, however, figures which exemplify "truth as an aspect of human 
behavior and a factor in hu1nan relations" (Cowen 1985, 436). Here, as Cowen 
sees it, truth is "fidelity to one's pledged word" (434) and that fidelity, or lack of 
it, figures heavily in the very human interactions of tl1e legends. The message, 
if one may use the term, is human not divine. 
Marginally concerned with tone, Eleanor Winsor Leach considers how a 
part of the text, the description of May, acts to define the purpose of the Legend. 
In "Morwe of May: A Season of Feminine Ambiguity," Leach argues that the 
simplicity and "luxuriance" of May hide the more complex aspects of the poem 
(303-4). May is ambivalent. It is green, full of singing birds, blooming flowers, 
and beautiful ladies. May also clouds men's judgment with "fullness of promise" 
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(Leach, 306), which, if one extends Leach's argument, might be taken to mean 
the fullness of summer or, variously, sexual fulfillment. However, the inevitable 
decay of fall and winter follows summer and passionate love is not rational, 
lasting love. This "artificially perfected world of illusion" which the narrator 
creates is invaded by a dream which serves to remind him "of the real world in 
which love poems deal with unruly passions of men and women, not daisies" 
(Leach, 308). This ambivalence is reflected in the instructions to the narrator to 
produce short, condensed legends which depict all women as good, all men as 
false. Writes Leach, 
these are formulas in keeping with the ambiguities of a May morning, 
deceptively lucid in the abstract but leading to unpredictable effects in the 
proof. (309) 
In short, earthly experiences never achieve perfection and lovers fail because of 
circumstance, not evil intent. The God of Love did not anticipate these 
conclusions when he dictated his task to the narrator. Like the dual nature of 
May, both promising and obscuring, the Legend mocks artifice while also 
affirming w-hat Leach perceives as the premises of the work, that 
simpler poetry would do as scant justice to its subject as do the legends to their 
sources. (Hansen, 309) 
Leach's argument is dense and difficult to follow at times. Her conclusion seems 
to be that the combined qualities of May, simplicity and complexity, obscurity 
and promise, reflect the "polymorphous ambiguity of women" (Leach, 299). 
Thus the ladies of the legends should be regarded with an eye to their complex 
natures which are hidden beneath the simplicity of their uniform stories. In 
pointing out the dual nature of May, Leach does provide an interesting and 
useful link between the Prologue and the legends. May is a complex link that 
exists alongside the simple directive of Alceste and the God of Love. 
Using the Legend of Good Women and the Canterbury Tales, specifically 
three legends paired with three tales, Dorothy Guerin attempts to determine 
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Chaucer's types of pathos. She draws on Frank's comment on pathos in his 
discussion of the Legend of Lucrece, as well as Charles Muscatine's and Hope 
Weissman's discussions of religious emotion and feeling in Chaucer's pathos. To 
this she adds an insight from Morton Bloomfield, who sees some elements of 
Greek romance in the the Man of Law's Tale (90-1).13 Using the legends of 
Lucrece, Philomela, and ~ypermnestra, paired with the Prioress's Tale, the Man 
of Law's Tale, and the Physician's Tale respectively, Guerin defines three types 
of Chaucerian pathos. They are: "naive portrayals of a saint-like stereotype," 
"the lady in distress," and the "pathetic [ victim] of temporal injustice" (Guerin, 
91). A close reading of the legends and tales provides the support for Guerin's 
proposals. To cite one example, in the case of the "saint-like stereotype" Guerin 
notes that saints' legends stress the helplessness of the victim, or martyr. Thus, 
in the Prioress's Tale Chaucer describes the innocent child walking unwitting of 
danger through the Juerie: 
This litel child, as he cam to and fro, 
Ful murily than wol9.e he synge and crie 
0 Alma rede,nptoris evermo. 
The swetenesse hath his herte perced so 
Of Cristes moder that, to hire to preye, 
He kan nat stynte of syngyng by the weye. 
(B(2), 17 42-4 7) 
In the Legend of Lucrece we see 
This noble wif sat by hire beddes side 
Dischevele, for no malyce she ne thoughte. 
(LGW, 1719-20) 
Both the little boy and Lucrece are unaware of the dangers awaiting 
them; helpless and innocent they go about their lives. Guerin also proposes that 
· 
13Guerin cites the following works in writing of Chaucer's use of pathos: Charles Muscatine, 
Chaucer and the French Tradition (Berkeley: U California P, 1957); Hope Weissman, "Chaucer's 
Bad Tales: the Aesthetic Form of Late Medieval Pathos and the Tradition of Sermo Humilis," 
Diss. Columbia, 1973; and Morton Bloomfield, "The Man of Law's Tale: A Tragedy of 
Victimization and a Christian Comedy," PMLA 87 (1972):384-89. 
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the interplay of the "pathetic legends," an interplay that is more successful in 
the "pathetic Canterbury Tales," presents "more than one answer to the problem 
of suffering." At the same time · Chaucer indicates "that no one answer would 
suffice" to resolve the problem (Guerin, 110). 
To this point, the articles surveyed have dealt with overall problems of 
understanding how Chaucer worked with his material. Sheila Delaney's 1985 
article on word-plays, specifically obscene ones, also deals with this concern, but 
from the point of view of language. She examines several sets of lines from the 
legends which she believes contain obscene puns, where sexual "innuendo is 
created alongside the literal sense" (Delaney 1985, 191).14 Her conclusion is that 
these puns serve an aesthetic purpose. They exist in the LGW, she writes, to 
[help] re-establish what ... Chaucer considered a healthier equilibrium: a 
more accurate, balanced, and 'natural' view of women than could be provided 
by either courtly love or by its inverse, clerical misogyny. (Delaney, 1985, 190) 
The obscenities temper the seriousness of the work. The puns Delaney 
discovers may seem stretched because they must be explained to us. However, 
this is not so unusual since usage and definitions of words, especially in 
colloquial language, change over time. In one example Delaney cites Dido's 
name as a possible sexual pun: 
•' 
if the word "die" were still current as a euphemism for orgasm (as it was in 
Chaucer's time), we would hear the heroine's name a little differently-"Die, 
do!" (194) 
What may have been obvious to Chaucer's audience may be lost on us simply 
because English usage has evolved. Delving into the medieval meanings of 
word, discovering those meanings where possible, can only enrich our enjoyment 
and understanding of the poem. 
14The lines from the LGW she includes are as follows: 637-48, 890-93, 1208, 1560, 1562, 1715, 
1933, 1962, 2012, 2411-12, 2421, and 2501. See Delaney's chart (198-99) for her categorization of 
three types of puns: true puns, suggestive images, and those that are simply "free-floating 
referent[s] or gratuitous association[s]" (Delaney 1985, 191). 
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This last article by Delaney, while focusing on language, also takes the 
audience or reader into account. The text cannot function without the audience, 
for as Desmond pointed out, the author may play his text against what he 
expects his audience to bring to the work. Thus the irony inherent in the 
Legend of Dido becomes apparent only when the audience makes comparisons 
between Dido's story in her legend and in the Aeneid. This type of critical 
examination of the role of the audience in a work has gained favor in this last 
decade as Wasserman and Blanch note in their introduction to Chaucer in the 
Eighties. The assumption is that an author does not write in a vacuum, but 
always with an audience in mind. Dieter Mehl and Peter L. Allen have both 
applied this theory to the Legend of Good Women. 
Midway through his essay "The Story-Teller and His Audience: The 
Legend of Good Women," Mehl comments that 
[the author] ... injects into his account enough teasingly controversial detail to 
make a ·perfectly simple reading unsatisfactory. As always in Chaucer, a good 
deal is left to the audience and this is ... an essential aspect of his art, an art 
that, above all, goes much deeper than 'simpleminded moral clarity.' (Mehl, 
145) 
This is Desmond's premise of audience involvement applied to the entire work, 
not just the Legend of Dido. Like Frank, Mehl also calls the LGW an 
experimental work. Chaucer departs from the courtly love tradition in these 
stories and at the same time introduces new material into the English language. 
He reworks material to the point of even re-creating characters. Cleopat1·a, for 
example, becomes something utterly different than one would expect her to be. 
The Legend of Cleopatra demonstrates the poet's power to remake biography. 
Since no one knows what a particular historical figure was like, that figure can 
serve any number of purposes. At the same time he was reworking characters, 
Chaucer was also radic~lly changing entire stories to fit them to the dictates of 
\,•··, 
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the narrator's task. Thus, in the story of Hypsipyle and Medea, emphasis is 
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shifted to Jason; his failings are so overdrawn as to create a parody. In Dido's 
case Chaucer simply abridged his original, creating a somewhat "one-sided" 
story (Mehl, 14 7). Chaucer's methods vary as does the tone he tries to achieve 
in each legend. This "uncertainty of tone" has a purpose: 
the reader is alerted to the arbitrary nature of literary tradition and fame. 
(Mehl, 150) 
The legends have a dual emphasis: fame and old literature, and both may be 
deceptive. Chaucer invites the audience to question "traditional cliches, be they 
literary or antifeminist." He is a friend to women "because he refuses to identify 
himself with naive idealization or with conventional anti-feminism" (Mehl, 
153-54). Old books, authority, and tradition should be critically examined. The 
frame tale, believes Mehl, perhaps best suits this activity 
because it enables [Chaucer J to present extreme views and simplified ideas in 
quotation marks and to discuss at the same time the problem of literary 
transmission. (Mehl, 154) 
However, the reader cannot appreciate this aspect of the LGW unless directly 
involved in the text, regarding the work as an organic whole composed of "plot, 
frame, rhetoric, and overall design" (Mehl, 153). 
Offering another view of reader involvement in a work is Peter L. Allen. 
He is more emphatic in his assessment of the reader's active participation in a 
work: 
almost any poetic or fictional work asks something from its reader: its 
literariness resides, in part, in the challenges it poses. (Allen, 429) 
Lacking such a demand upon him, the reader becomes bored. Conversely, if the 
work makes too great a demand, or contains too much complexity, the reader 
may give up on it entirely. Allen believes the LGW "reaches both extremes" 
(429). On the one hand the legends by their repetitiveness seem boring. Yet 
they also offer a complex reading. The reader perceives the narrator as 
,;p 
unreliable because of his editing methods, his defining love in negative terms, 
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and his questioning "the morality his poem ostensibly proclaims." The 
cumulative effect is "to make [the reader] evaluate how [he] read[s] the poem" 
(Allen, 425). Ostensibly the poem is about good women, faithful in love. Allen 
points out though, as Hansen did, that these good women all suffer in love. 
Equating love with suffering of this sort must cause the reader to "doubt the 
morality" of the God of Love's instructions to write of only faithful women. If 
the reader believes the narrator without question he is left "feeling somewhat 
uneasy" (Allen, 427). However, if the reader questions and examines the work 
then he will realize that 
the poem may imply something other than what it actually says: these good 
women may not all be as good as Love would have [him] believe. (Allen, 427) 
That not all the ladies of the Legend are spotless is not a novel 
observation on Allen's part. What is different is his overt statement that the 
reader must realize this through active reading and questioning of the poem. 
This may be an obvious statement; however1 making it and supporting it 
provide new insights into how the LGW produces its effects. For example, Allen 
quotes several lines from Cleopatra, 
And she was f ayr as is the rose in May. 
And, for to make shortly is the beste, 
She wax his wif, and hadde hym as hire leste. 
(LGW, 613-15) 
along with a quote from Goddard which notes the relationship between 
the first and third lines (Cleopatra was fair enough successfully to seduce 
Antony), and likens the second line to a hiatus. Allen continues the thought, 
writing that 
the narrator does not explicitly tell us that Cleopatra is lustful; at the same 
time, however, we [the audience] can certainly read lust in between the lines of 
his rhetoric. (428) 
Chaucer does not overtly state his every meaning; his audience must read the 
poetry presented and draw its conclusions from that reading. 
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For Mehl and Allen, literary transmission involves, to borrow Mehl's 
phrase, "critical debate and individual reflection" (Mehl, 154). Reader and 
audience must be actively engaged in that debate and reflection, just as the poet 
is. If they aren't, the work exists solely as a diversion, not a bad thing in and of 
itself, but somehow diminished. Allen notes that the LGW is not so much a 
palinode to Troilus as it is "an affirmation of Chaucer's poetry and of our ability 
to read" (Allen, 432). 
The tone of the LGW is also the focus of Elaine Tuttle Hansen's 1983 
article on the relationship between the poem's irony and the narrator's 
antifeminism. She believes that Chaucer used the essentially vicious courtly 
love tradition to show how damning that tradition is for women. It is a vicious 
tradition in that it idealizes women, depicting them as existing only for love (as 
does Ariadne), and condemning them to fail in their efforts "to escape social 
constraints on their sexual and emotional freedom" (as Cleopatra perhaps does) 
(Hansen, 19). Considering all the legends, Hansen argues that the overall effect 
of the courtly love tradition is to prove that women must suffer in love to be 
thought good. As their models in literature prove, good women must be weak, 
betrayed, and even suicidal. Much as Fyler did, Hansen argues that the 
narrator of the LGW reduces his heroines to this formula, thereby 
demonstrating a "lack of interest in women" and an "insensitivity to the plight 
of his heroines" (Hansen, 28). The narrator himself becomes "a personification 
of the subtle antifeminism of the courtly and clerical tradition he draws on" 
(Hansen, 28). The irony inherent in the work is not aimed at women, 
but at Cupid, at the narrator of the Legend of Good Women, and at the 
antifeminist tradition to which both unwittingly perhaps but nevertheless 
certainly subscribe. (Hansen, 12) 
Irony and antif eminism inform the poem emphasizing its purpose and theme of 
discounting the courtly love code as a viable, honest means of presenting 
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women. 
A final concern with the text of the Legend lies in examining how the 
structure, the very sequence of legends, fits into Chaucer's purpose. 
Wv A. Davenport, in Chaucer: Complaint and Narrative, writes that Chaucer 
wanted to combine narrative and the "poetry of feeling." Davenport maintains 
that Chaucer thought that the "combination of narrative and complaint" would 
work if he cpuld find the right balance between the two (Davenport, 78). 
\ 
Chaucer turned to the series and frame to see if he was correct. The series 
provides an accumulation of proof that women are good. The frame indicates to 
the reader "that the evidence is rigged", that 
the pattern is predetermined ... the more stories there are ... the more absurd 
the moral patterning seems. (78) 
The sequence of tales is meant to bear this out, reinforcing the moral idea and 
demonstrating variety in its expression. The narrator moves from drama and 
complaint in Dido to near comedy in the attack on Jason to what Davenport 
prefers to call seriousness, not pathos, in Lucrece. The legends of Dido, 
Hypsipyle and Medea, and Lucrece progress "from splendour to satire to 
0 
seriousness" (Davenport, 85). However, Davenport maintains that the 
remaining stories on the whole lack the conviction of the first five which include 
those discussed above. Chaucer's legendary was not entirely a success, but it 
does demonstrate that "the combination of narrative and complaint continue[d] 
to be a useful structural design" (87). The structure of the LGW let Chaucer 
re-tell known narratives [while it] also allowed him to manipulate them, to 
take up an independent stance towards them, to cut them to the bone, rather 
than to have to become merely the servant bearing the burden of a heavy 
weight of matter. (Davenport, 75) 
Like Frank, Davenport maintains that Chaucer carried over into the 
Canterbury Tales lessons he learned in writing the Legend. He deliberately cut 
and abbreviated his narrative thereby drawing attention to his "processes of 
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selection and emphasis" (Davenport, 87). Chaucer did modify his method 
though. In the Tales the single view of the Legend's narrator gives way to a 
"variety of views" expressed by a "variety of voices" (Davenport, 87). The device 
of the prologue is also done away with, leaving the Tales without a point to 
prove. They may have a point, "but wriat it is can be part of the movement of 
thought within the poem" (Davenport, 87). This echoes Guerin's contention that 
the interplay among the legends, and later the tales, provides the opportunity to 
offer a variety of answers to various questions. 
Although concerned with the text of the LGW in that they work from it, 
the critics in this next group of articles are more directly concerned with finding 
a single theme or idea uniting the legends. In a 1981 essay, V. A. Kolve argues 
that one should take seriously. Chaucer's statement that the final legend will be 
Alceste's. Kolve writes, 
I 
I 
th~ poerr1 as a whole, like the Prologue that introduces it, is essentially a quest 
to discover the identity and meaning of Alceste. (171) 
Alceste prefigures Christ. Her faithfulness, self-sacrifice, and ultimate rescue 
from Hell overcome the universal grave symbolized by Cleopatra's snake pit. 
She, standing at the head of the legend sequence, represents the death we all 
face. Her grave is the grave of all us; her serpents the "worms" that eat all flesh 
(Kolve, 146). Her suffering "expresses the naked truth those other [legends] 
bear at their center:" the suffering of the women serves no purpose and offers no 
"redemption" (151-2). The legends that follow hers only repeat the futility of 
Cleopatra's suffering. But Alceste's suffering does lead to redemption; a 
redemption the poet found after long searching. For the reader the search 
becomes tedious because the other legends offer only "numbing repetition ... 
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despair ... partial and ... superseded truths." However, these stories move 
towards one final story in which a faithful woman willingly dies "so that another 
might live." Thus she earns "her own release from death" (Kolve, 171). The 
search is also one for a new pattern of love, of "love that is charity" not "courtly 
loving" (174). In applying this unifying theme to the LGW Kolve also argues 
that Chaucer was not being ironic nor did he mean his work as a satire (177). 
Although the individual legends seem wearisome, we are meant to move 
through them and arrive ultimately at Alceste. She is the "apotheosis of the 
daisy, only apparently and for a time mortal" (Kolve, 178). 
Conversely, in a 1985 article, "Heaven, Hell, and The Legend of Good 
Women," Ann McMillan argues that Alceste is no different from any of the other 
women of the legends. She is not a standard of Christian self-sacrifice against 
which all the others cannot measure up. Instead, she "prefigures" them because 
she destroyed herself, just as they do, for a somewhat suspect ideal-passion. 
They are all women martyred in an "unworthy cause" (McMillan 1985, 123). All 
of the women of the legends are like the women in the "sorrowing fields" of the 
Hades Aeneas visits in the Aeneid. Those women are there because of a "flawed 
passion-a passion characteristic of women" and one they cannot escape 
(McMillan 1985, 126). In the same vein, Chaucer's women foolishly destroy 
themselves because of supposedly "irredeemably evil" men (126). However, such 
destruction is the only means by which a woman "can demonstrate her worth" 
(McMillan 1985, 127). These good women are in heaven, in "Cupid's Paradise." 
That they are there shows their belief that they have gained 
a sense of self-worth from their acts of self-destruction .... the Paradise of 
Cupid's martyrs becomes an orgy of self-congratulation by women who have 
died for love ... they have lost sight of their original goal-faithful love 
between men and women. (McMillan 1985, 127) 
These women have become narcissists, governed forever by "temporary 
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emotions" (McMillan 1985, 127). In the process of chasing the "ideal of chaste 
love," these women have been reduced "to monotonous stereotypes of self-pity 
and self-absorption" (McMillan 1985, 127). 
McMillan further developed this thesis in the introduction to her 
translation of tl1e Legend of Good Women, published in 1987. Chastity, she 
believes, is the theme of the LGW; the moral absolute which informs the work. 
She states that when chastity becomes a moral absolute it can only be 
destructive. The women of the legends can do anything, good or evil, in their 
lives as long as they adhere to that absolute. Thus Cleopatra. and Medea can 
appear along side Alceste and Hypermnestra (McMillan 1987, 34). However, 
chastity makes women vulnerable. In order to preserve her good, chaste 
reputation, a woman like Dido must kill herself to maintain respect for her 
name. The catalog genre, argues McMillan, allows Chaucer to demonstrate the 
essentially vicious nature of such a moral absolute. She points out that catalogs 
of women often "warned men to beware of [ women]" or praised or denounced 
women depending on whether they fit a given "definition of,. virtue" (McMillan 
1987, 12, 25). Yet Chaucer's catalog is an ironic one in which "'fallen' women" 
are raised through "rhetorical hyperbole." He humorously reveals "the 
inadequacy and falseness of the rhetorical devices and of the heroines 
themselves" (McMillan 1987, 45). He reduces diversity to uniformity, thus 
allowing an element of comedy to enter into the work. This reduction also 
points up the distortion at work in the pattern of the legends. The legends 
adhere to a moral framework, women must be absolutely chaste, which helps 
produce not "real women but distortions" (McMillan 1987, 51). 
All three of these essays demonstrate the need critics feel to make sense of 
the Legend as a whole. Kolve's iconographic study offers an attractive solution: 
the ascent from the grave to eternal redemption symbolized by the progression 
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in the legendary from Cleopatra to Alceste. His is an r .. rgument supported by 
comparisons to fourteenth-century tomb decorations and manuscript 
illuminations. The result is a neat explanation for why Chaucer wrote this 
particular work; this explanation also ties up loose ends in the work by giving 
Alceste a central role in it. In Kolve's view the similarity of Alceste's story to 
Christ's is the governing premise of the poem. Yet, Kolve's assumption can at 
best only be based on conjecture. With at least half of the legends missing, for 
Kolve assumes there were to be twenty at most, one cannot make definitive 
statements about the ultima~te purpose of the LGW. Furthermore, one cannot 
even be sure Chaucer meant to write twenty legends. A few critics have argued 
that Chaucer had every intention of ending the Legend with Hypermnestra. On 
the other hand, McMillan takes the same material and arrives at a completely 
different opinion about the LGW. She places Alceste squarely with the other 
ten ladies of the poem, arguing that Alceste destroyed herself because of 
passionate love, as they did, and not out of any Christian ideal. McMillan also 
proposes chastity as a unifying theme for the Legend, a theme that can find 
support from within the work itself without any recourse to conjectures like 
Kolve's on what other legends Chaucer meant to include. However, regardless 
of the fmal validity of either argument, both critics have offered means of 
looking at the LGW as a whole, offering a unified, sustained theme to unite 
Prologue and legends. 
The final cluster of three articles deals with the relationship of the LGW 
to other medieval literature, especially works contemporary with it. Two of the 
critics draw parallels to the work of Christine de Pizan and to the IJ,oman de la 
Rose of Jean de Meun. The third looks to Dante's Divine Comedy for insight into 
i the Legend. Except in the case of the study on Dante and Chaucer, the critics.do 
not claim the comtemporary work directly influenced Chaucer. Yet, their 
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comparisons provide some fresh insights into Chaucer's poem. They also 
indicate that there were others besides him dealing with similar problems and 
material. 
In her 1986 article "Rewriting Woman Good: Gender and the Anxiety of 
Influence in Two Late-Medieval Texts," Sheila Delaney considers how an 
author's gender affects his or her point of view in writing.· She argues that 
Chaucer in the LGW and Christine de Pizan in the Book of the City of Ladies15 
both confront the "western misogynist tradition in literature," only from vastly 
different points of view (Delaney 1986, 75). Chaucer is a male poet accused by 
the courtly love tradition of anti-feminist writings; Christine is a female poet 
considered intellectually and morally inferior to men by the "clerical 
misogynists." She must defend herself against a tradition that would silence 
her; he must defend himself against accusations of being part of that tradition 
(Delaney 1986, 84). In the Legend Chaucer subverted the "directive to rewrite 
woman good" in 
accordance with a world-view and an aesthetic which see all created nature as 
inherently contradictory, and the poet's task as fidelity to reality so perceived. 
The legends assert contradiction .... (Delaney 1986, 82) 
There are no purely good or, one might add, evil women. The Alceste of the 
Legend proves "that women are capable of moral choice and action." At the same 
time, for Chaucer they are "from a cosmic viewpoint ... subordinate to men." 
This last, writes Delaney, is "just a fact of life ... for Chaucer ... a consequence 
of the Fall" (Delaney 1986, 81-2). Christine defends herself by creating truly 
good women, noble and able, who reaffirm her active participation in the world 
of letters. The two poets have created "revisionary texts": 
15Christine's book is a collection of stories about noble women living in a fortified city built by 
Reason, Rectitude, Justice, and the narrator. The stories are meant to counter the "treatises and 
writings [which contain] so many wicked insults about women and their behavior" (Pizan, 4). 
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for Chaucer to write in unambiguous praise of women is to reduce the natural 
complexity of reality ... for Christine it is the clerical-misogynist tradition that 
distorts reality ... (Delaney 1986, 87) 
Chaucer corrects the imbalance through irony, Christine through flat, one-sided 
depictions of women. 
Ruth. M. Ames argues in "The Feminist Connections of Chaucer's Legend 
of Good Women" that Chaucer wanted to distinguish between "denigration of 
[women] and skepticism over the worship of love" (58). Likewise, Christine de 
Pizan maintained that somewhere ''between the grossest sexual idolatry and the 
purest reason, there could be ... love and marriage" (Ames, 63). One could 
renounce the worship of a lady as an object without concurrently denouncing 
her and all her sex as evil. The link between Chaucer's and Christine's works is 
Jean de Meun's Roman de la Rose, which the God of Love accused Chaucer of 
translating and Christine strongly objected to. According to Ames Chaucer 
"demonstrates, like the 'heretical' Jean de Meun, the 'folye' of those who trust 
the God of Love" (58). The women of the Legend are all uniformly "innocent and 
trusting." Their more questionable deeds are left out, not for any ironic purpose, 
but simply because they did not fit the story frame at hand (Ames, 69). At the 
same time the men all become equally as bad as the women are good. The men 
are meant to resemble the lover in the Roman: 
all practice the arts taught in the garden of the Rose: they speak. of love and 
eternity when they mean lust and now, their oaths are never intended to be 
kept, and the words of their wooing echo the conventions of fine amour. (Ames, 
67) 
The ladies are too trusting of these men and so are each in turn abandoned. Too 
eager in pledging love they ignore Reason, "hastily jump into the 'fyr' and are 
burned" (71). The Ugend, says Ames, parallels the Roman de la Rose. Both 
prese:ttt idolatrous, passionate love as a trap: the Legend for women who must 
be the innocent, trusting idols; and the Roman for men who turn away from 
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reason when they worship women as idols (72). 
In comparing Chaucer's work to these other two poets' works, Ames and 
Delaney place a great deal of emphasis on the fact that the protagonists of the 
Legend are all women. Their emphasis is not entirely outrageous; the title of 
the work is The Le.gend of Good Women. However, and to this point I believe 
this survey bears this out, Chaucer had other concerns which were equally as 
important as writing about women. In the Prologue he discusses books, literary 
authority, and his own works. The legends are examples of what can be done 
with an old, standard story. Writing about women may have afforded some 
opportunity for comed.y and irony in the project in a way that writing about men 
may not have. As Goddard pointed out, the concept of a "good woman" is 
inherently comic. The Le,gend does also have a place in the literature of the 
fourteenth-century "feminist" debate. It was a debate Chaucer was aware of and 
interested in as evidenced by the several of the pilgrim's tales in the Canterbury 
Tales. In that regard Ames and Delaney have provided interesting correlations. 
The final article of this cluster, and the entire group, compares the LGW 
to the Divine Comedy. In "The Legend of Good Women: Chaucer's Purgatorio," 
Lisa J. Kiser argues that Chaucer and Dante approached Truth in different 
ways. In comparing the two she notes that Dante's influence on Chaucer 
amounts to more than simply direct borrowings: 
... Dante's influence is sometimes visible in Chaucer's poetry other than 
merely through verbal correspondence, extending to plot, character, structure, 
and subject matter as well. (Kiser 1987, 7 42) "' 
Dante, she writes, produced the "kind of work that ambitiously purported to 
have the ultimate answers to divine and earthly mysteries" (Kiser 1987, 756). 
Chaucer's reaction is to suggest that 
Dante ... had to sacrifice too many of the smaller truths that make up daily 
human experience, those very truths that Chaucer hoped his own fiction ... 
would adequately capture. (Kiser 1987, 756) 
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The difference between the two poets is that whereas Dante claims direct 
experience of love, Chaucer casts his narrator as inexperienced. Chaucer 
"define[s] himself as a scribe of what others believe to be trne" which "allows 
him a chance to represent more freely than Dante the rich complexity of human 
life" (Kiser 1987, 756-7). For the LGW Chaucer transcribes and translates what 
he fmds in old books, fitting that material into a Christian pattern by creating 
Christianlike saints out of pagan women. In doing so he must suppress details 
that don't fit, often to comic effect. Dante was forced to do the same thing, yet 
he offers his work as a "particular version of the world ... [that] is the [only] one 
that is really true" (Kiser, 1987, 754). Chaucer's point in his own work, which 
Kiser calls a critique of Dante's poetics (742), is that the Comedy is great poetry 
but essentially unreliable in matters of Truth. Chaucer frees himself from 
accountability for the "ultimate truth-value of what he recorded" by merely 
claiming familiarity with "other people's claims about [the Trnth]" (Kiser 1987, 
755). 
Taken together, the articles, which deal with the entire LGW, covered in 
this section reflect a wider view of the Legend of Good Women than those in the 
preceding section, which deal with individual legends. By examining the work 
as an organic whole, Prologue and legends, one gains a better appreciation of 
the work. The parts, especially the legends, no longer seem pointless even 
though the point they make may be debatable. Finally, the legends have found 
acceptance as an integral part of the Legend. These critics have amply shown 
that careful analysis of the LGW, from whatever critical point of view, aids 
appreciation of the work. Frank may have been right to advocate reading the 
legends individually in order better to appreciate Chaucer's literary craft. To 
appreciate the Legend though, they must be taken as the group they were 
meant to form. 
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The two book-length studies of the LGW discussed below carry this 
approach to its logical conclusion. Both Lisa J. Kiser and Donald W. Rowe 
examine the entire work, seeking to find a theme, meaning, and purpose for it. 
They attempt to achieve this by considering the Prologue and the legends 
together, the two supporting each other. Kiser in her study Telling Classical 
Tales: Chaucer and the Legend of Good Women views the Legend as allegory 
concerned with reconciling pagan philosophy with Christian theology (Kiser 
1983, 15-16). Rowe compares the Legend to the Divine Comedy. He sees the 
cycle of the fall and redemption of Mankind expressed in the LGW, as it is in the 
Comedy. Religious themes, the whole of Christian theology and redemption 
specifically, form the backbone for both studies. However, a major concern for 
both is also literature and the work of translating, or transmitting that 
literature for fi.1ture readers. 
Kiser begins her examination of the LGW with the Prologue. 
Prologue Chaucer sets forth his purpose for the larger work. The 
In the ( 
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subject of the poem may seem to be love, but that is not its true subject. 
Instead, Kiser maintains that 
the poem was written to set forth some of Chaucer's basic views about 
literature: its sources, its usefulness, its forms, its audience, and its capacity 
to represent Christian truth. (9) 16 
His real interest lies in "classical narrative" and how to retain the integrity of 
classical tales while suiting them to medieval Christian views. The poet is the 
transmitter of these tales, ensuring the "survival of classical fiction in a 
16Kiser draws this conclusion based on several critics' studies. However, Payne, who notes the religious 
overtones in Alceste's character, would seem to be an important influence here (see Payne, 108). 
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Christian world" (Kiser 1983, 26). 
In the Legend Chaucer begins this quest by introducing an intermediary, 
one who intervenes between the poet and the God of Love and also between the 
poet and truth. Alceste functions in the first role and the daisy in the second. 
The poet cannot look directly at God of Love with his bright, sunlike face (LGW, 
F233). Alceste is easier to look upon and she softens the harsh judgment of the 
· god. She also represents art and its role in mediating "between the 'mind's eye' 
and the 'bright object' it seeks to comtemplate" (Kiser 1983, 40). Thus, for Kiser 
Alceste becomes 
the intercessor in this analogical scheme, the one who lessens light yet conveys 
its truth ... the chief provider of comfort for the Prologue's timid narrator and 
a symbol of literature's mediating role. (42) 
Literature and its symbol Alceste provide an alternate means of seeing truth 
without losing any of truth's force. Ultimately, it is not the brightness of the 
God of Love Alceste shields the poet from, but the brightness of truth. 
The daisy, the poet's flower and symbol of Alceste, also acts as an 
intermediary. It leads the way from the earthly realm to the realm of literature. 
The daisy in some ways represents poetry. The daisy depends upon sunlight, 
opening by day and closing by night, just as poetry depends upon truth. In its 
colors the daisy imitates the sun, likewise poetry imitates truth. However, the 
daisy, unlike Alceste, retains an earthly independence. Good poetry, writes 
Kiser, also has a life independent of truth, a life "governed by ipoetry's] own 
rules and appreciated for its own beauty" (46). Poetry enables us to view truth 
without being blinded, while still offering a thing of beauty in its own right. 
At the same time, the God of Love, who has no earthly counterpart like 
Alceste's, represents an artifice Chaucer rejects, namely the courtly love 
tradition. This god is an abstraction existing only in the poet's dreap. He is 
one means of uniting the pagan and Christian in poetry. In this he represents a 
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failure because he has no foundation in the real world as Alceste does through 
the daisy. Kiser explains that 
the world contains no example of what the God of love is trying to express; 
there is no such thing as a 'Christian Cupid' in the natural world .... the God 
of Love has no 'literal level' to sustain him, no foundation in the truth .... (65) 
The god is an abstraction with no earthly counterpart, a counterpart necessary 
to the successful conveyence of truth. In creating such an abstraction Kiser 
believes Chaucer was "making clear his distaste for superfluous poetic 
abstraction" and "distancing himself from the medieval 'court of love' poems" in 
which such abstractions often graced poets' dream visions (66). Overdrawn 
abstractions of this nature distort truth for the, viewer instead of functioning "as 
the vehicle for truth" (Kiser 1983, 67). 
While functioning as an unfounded abstraction the God of Love also 
demonstrates how one can "misread" a text. The god complains that Chaucer 
has written only of "bad" women and ignored all the "good" women in his poetry. 
The god misses the point that such stories can serve a moral purpose and 
accuses the translator of espousing the ideas in the texts he has translated. 
Kiser notes that translators cannot be held responsible for the ideas of the 
authors they translate. If they "were liable ... one can be quite sure that 
translation would not be attempted at all" (Kiser 1983, 75). Translation is the 
very means by which the matter in "old books" comes down to us.. The god's 
misreading is based on his interpretation of Troilus. He objects to Criseyde's 
betrayal, yet that "unfaithfulness is an integral part of Boccaccio's Filostrato 
from which Chaucer took his story"(Kiser, 77). The God of Love would have the 
poet choose good materials about good people to translate, since in his view that 
provides the only moral example for readers to follow. This view denies the 
possibility 
that a narrative concerning a "wicked" man (to borrow the God of Love's 
simplistic good/wicked model) could, in fact, teach ethical truths better than a 
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story about virtuous characters alone. (Kiser 1983, 77) 
The God of Love then, serves two purposes, representing the artificial, baseless 
abstraction of courtly love poetry and the dangers of misreading a text. 
The daisy, Alceste, and the God of Love act as metaphors in the Legend. 
In medieval usage, -writes Kiser, metaphors acted to "[aid] the reader in moving 
from the verbal surface of the poem to the meaning intended by its writer" (56). 
The daisy and Alceste point to a "higher truth." Earthly things are deserving of 
attention as part of the pursuit to reveal the truth (Kiser 1983, 61). The God of 
Love demonstrates the folly in trying to unite the pagan and Christian tradtions 
in a largely artificial construction. By contrasting these two, the Alceste-daisy 
and the God of Love, Chaucer voices what Kiser believes is one of his central 
interests, "reflecting what is true to life" in his poetry (Kiser 1983, 61). At the 
same time, he has established his interest in literature and in translation. His 
goal was to show that "classical fiction" did not need "[to] be tortuously 
wrenched to fit an alien Christian context." Instead classical narratives could be 
used "plainly and simply on [their] own literary terms" (Kiser 1983, 70). 
Within this context the legends work towards a dual purpose. On the 
surface they will please the God of Love, and the simple folk who might read 
them (Kiser 1983, 86). Subject and form conform to what the God of Love 
demanded. However, the legends also parody the popular medieval form of the 
exemplum (Kiser 1983, 97). Through the legends Chaucer attacks "unfaithful 
translators" and the "literary critical habits that turned classical texts into 
imitations of Christian literary works" (Kiser 1983, 94). He does so via the 
medium, the exemplum, that some audiences find the only acceptable means of 
encountering classical stories. On another level, however, more knowledgeable 
folk will see that Chaucer attacks the traditional "code of love" which the God of 
Love wants people to obey (Kiser 1983, 86). "Lewed folk" may well read the 
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Legend and be influenced to worship love, but others will 
recognize that Chaucer's love poetry is never solely about love or about how to 
synthesize it with Christian themes, but is ultimately concerned with other, 
more significant philosophical matters, for which the subject of love is only the 
meclium. (Kiser 1983, 87) 
Chaucer has a purpose in retelling these tales of women from the classical 
world. He demonstrates the inherent problem in forcing pagan erotic love and 
Christian caritas together in a hagiography. One cannot equate a pagan woman 
who died for love with a saint who died for God (Kiser 1983, 103). 
In each of the legends, Chaucer must cut and edit his materials to have 
the ladies fit the hagiographical mold. The goal is to make each tale like 
Alceste's, an example of self sacrifice and caritas. Inevitably, the ladies of the 
legends must fall short of that paradigm. Each story refers to Alceste in some 
way. For example Ariadne is a sort of savior; she has rescued Theseus from the 
labyrinth and the Minotaur. Yet, she finds no salvation, ending up alone on a 
desert island (Kiser 1983, 115-117). The other women face similar ends. To 
create these superficially similar stories Chaucer uses abbreviation as his tool. 
It is a useful device in adapting source material to a new purpose. However, it 
can also be used to bad effect. In this case Chaucer demonstrates the distortions 
that can be done to a story by using abbreviation to fit it to a particular purpose. 
Kiser notes that in the legends Chaucer 
parodies the tendency of writers who through brevitas "falsen their matere," 
with the result that justice is not done to the complexities of morality and 
character in the original source. (100) 
Thus, Chaucer can transform women with blatantly bad reputations into 
"paragons of goodness." "By simple elimination of detail and frequent use of 
occupatio" to pass over unsavory events, "Chaucer can turn the bad into good 
while creating the illusion of following his 'auctours'" (Kiser 1983, 100-101). The 
same technique is applied to the men in the legends as well. The Legend of 
Phyllis fails to note that Demophon did return for Phyllis. She, however, had 
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despaired of his return and had committed suicide (Kiser 1983, 124-25). Kiser 
points out that this pattern is repeated in one degree or another in each of the 
legends. 
Chaucer's aim in this technique of deliberate distortion is not to mock the 
women. Instead he attacks narrative strategies. His targets are 
solely in the literary forms and techniques that traditionally serve as vehicles 
for human experiences, not in the characters who represent those experiences 
.... throughout hls legendary Chaucer is attacking narrative strategies, not 
saints or classical lovers. (Kiser 1983, 131) 
Alceste is faithful) a model of wifely devotion that, notes Kiser, "holds true for 
Christian readers as well as the classical ones who first recognized her" (133). 
She is such without any need of distortion, either to polish her character or to 
tarnish that of her husband. The other ladies of the legends cannot compare to 
that standard unless their stories are radically altered. When that happens, 
truth is obscured for the reader. 
Finally, Kiser addresses the differences between "poesye," "makyng," and 
"translacioun" as she believes Chaucer and other medieval writers perceived 
them. "Makyng," according to Kiser, involved "courtly craftsmen" writing in the 
vernacular "to meet the social interests" of the age (136). "Poesye" co11cerned 
itself with "things of permanent value in Latin" and with "the classical tradition 
in modern times" as exemplified by Dante and Petrarch (136). 17 Chaucer 
considered hjmself a "maker" although he used the classical tradition. However, 
in several lines from Troilus and Criseyde, 
But litel book, no makyng thow n'envie, 
But subgit be to alle poesie; 
And kis the steppes, where as thow seest pace 
Virgile, Ovide, Omer, Lucan, and Stace. 
(5.1789-92) 
Kiser sees a plea for a sort of literature that stands between "makyng" and 
17See Kiser's note 5 on p. 136 for her sources on the difference between "makyng" and "poesye." 
64 
"poesye" (136). The Legend was merely "made." The contrast between the 
outward, superficial aspect of the legends and the deeper, imbedded meaning of 
the Legend was meant to show what Troilus and Criseyde is. It goes beyond the 
simple fulfilment of immediate "social interests" to incorporate something which 
"might be measurable by-even subject to-the standards of 'poesye'" (Kiser 
1983, 136). 
The above lines from Troilus and the LGW point to the third sort of 
poetry, or literature, which is "translacioun." For poets of the Middle Ages, 
writes Kiser, 
"translation" might involve the use of editorial skills such as cutting, 
expanding, rearranging, moralizing, or even radically reinterpreting. (143) 
There are two types of translation at work in the Legend, one involving plot 
summarization with commentary, the other "a literal verbum ex verbo 
translation of Ovidian texts." The two types clash, and they are meant to so that 
"we may hear how much better the voices of 'poets' sound when compared with 
the dominant voice of the legendary's 'maker'" (Kiser 1983, 143). Chaucer also 
shows that the two are often mutually exclusive. If he merely "makes" the 
legends the God of Love requires then he must subvert his classical sources 
(Kiser 1983, 146). The point Chaucer does make is 
that the two sources for medieval poetry-experience and past literature-
must be imitated closely if the poetry is to be effective and true .... art finds its 
validity in the artist's observation of the world and in his careful reproduction 
of human experience as it is shown in ancient texts. (Kiser 1983, 148) 
Thus, in literature, experience and books can stand stand side by side as valid 
sources of poetry. The Legend of Good Women is meant not simply as an 
entertainment for the Court and a rectification of a perceived insult to women, a 
conclusion one might come to based on some early inquiries into Alceste's 
representing Queen Anne. Instead, Kiser sees the LGW as an affirmation of 
Chaucer's own work in which he uses both experience and literature to good 
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effect. 
Donald W. Rowe begins his analysis of the Legend by attempting to 
determine what one is dealing with in the work. He warns against reading the 
Prologue as "autobiography" and taking the whole as a penance truly assigned 
by Queen Anne or anyone else (Rowe, 4). He also warns against going to 
extremes in examining the Legend and its sources, either by only comparing 
legends and sources to discover what Chaucer changed, or by consciously 
ignoring the sources and thus accepting the work at face value. Rowe suggests 
instead that we are meant to read the legends with the sources in mind. 
However, we are not to assume that the directives contained in the 
Prologue apply to Chaucer in his work. Those are "applicable only to the 
narrator" (Rowe, 11). What happens to the sources of the LGW in the legends is 
a result of what Chaucer has the narrator do. The narrator becomes part of the 
poem in that the audience consciously watches him work instead of "seeing [the 
action] through the. nai;tator's eyes and sharing his feelings," as one would 
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normally expect (Rowe, 11). Through him we watch translation in process and 
gain "a dramatic portrait of an artist" at work (not necessarily Chaucer), just as 
"any number of the Canterbury Tales [are] dramatic revelations of their 
narrators in relation to their estates" (Rowe, 11). Chaucer means us to see in 
the Legends not only the cour~~e tradition and Ovid, but also philosophical 
traditions which stand behind his earlier works (Rowe, 12-13). Rowe seeks to 
examine the literary relationships of the LGW, to determine the LGW's 
intertextual relations, without imposing comparisons. By "intertextual" Rowe 
means the correlations between the Legend and any other literary work, 
whether a source for the work or not. He seeks to "distinguish between those 
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textual comparisons that we ourselves authorize and those that the poet 
authorizes," between those works Chaucer refers to directly or indirectly 
through borrowing or allusion, and those we ourselves bring to the LGW in an 
attempt to understand it. 
In the Prologue Chaucer has incorporated the French marguerite tradition 
by using the daisy. But Chaucer's daisy is different from the marguerite 
according to Rowe. It is a literary daisy, not directly representative of an 
earthly love as is the French marguerite, but nevertheless imbued with the 
"varied riches ... of the marguerite-rose [meaning the Roman de la Rose] 
tradition" (21). However, Chaucer's depiction of the daisy is a "distillation of the 
essentials" of that tradition (Rowe, 25). The daisy of the Prologue becomes more 
than a representation of the poet's lady. Chaucer adds "biological naturalism" 
to the picture, describing the daisy's behavior throughout the day as it follows 
the sun and closes its flower at night (Rowe, 27). In this way Chaucer can also 
effect a link between the daisy and the sun. The sun revitalizes and revivifies 
the daisy in the morning. This action recalls Creation in which love (God) 
created the sun (Rowe, 28). Nature mirrors the heavenly which informs it. The 
heavenly, or celestial, acts as intermediary to the eternal. These links, from 
daisy to sun to heavens, demonstrates the "universal natural order" to the 
reader (Rowe, 32). 
The daisy is also linked to Alceste. As the daisy points to the sacred and 
eternal, so too does Alceste. She is a "model for lovers, one that apparently 
reconciles courtly love and marriage" (Rowe, 35). She exemplifies Christian 
caritas by the very act of going down into Hell in place of her husband. It is an 
act that "explains and justifies her own rescue and translation" into a saintlike 
figure (Rowe, 35). The two, the daisy and Alceste, form one symbol pointing to 
the eternal and demonstrating, writes Rowe, "the order of nature, the vitality 
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and law of the mutable" (37). Both, the earthly creature and the classical figure, 
travel from day into night and into day again. The daisy does so quite literally; 
Alceste descends into the darkness of Hell and death but is rescued into light of 
earth and life again. Chaucer ties the making of the legends to these two 
:figures and to that cycle: 
Chaucer implicitly declares hls narrator a poet-philosopher and makes his 
quest through the inferna of old books in search of truth in loving an image of 
man's efforts to discover and adhere to the true light as he journeys through 
this world. (Rowe, 45) 
In reading the legends we are meant to engage in the search for truth, to "learn 
to see the light itself' (Rowe, 46). 
Moving on to consider the legends proper, Rowe discusses the narrator's 
role in them, his role as translator, and his relationship to Chaucer (47-8). He 
notes that the poet, Chaucer, and his narrator have different agendas in the 
legends. Chaucer knows, and the reader must also know, that the program 
dictated by the God of Love is irrational in its execution and bound to fail. 
Cleopatra, for example, cannot be a "woman true in loving all her life"; her love 
has no "beneficent effect" on any one (Rowe, 49). She saves no one, thus is no 
true martyr, and isn't in heaven. This failure, argues Rowe, is part of Chaucer's 
"true subject": 
the narrator is the author of the legends as courtly poems; he writes the poems 
Lowes reads. Chaucer wrote the rather more elusive poem that those who read 
the leger1ds as ironic intertextuality have been trying to define .... the poet's 
poem is about those translations. 18 (49) 
Like Kiser, Rowe fmds that Chaucer faces an audience that wants poetry to 
conform to its own notions of truth and art. He must overcome that constricting 
demand to turn his courtly poetry into philosophical poetry (Rowe, 51). 
The irony in the LGW arises from the narrator hurrying "to make his old 
18See Lowes' 1909 article responding to Goddard's ironic reading of the Legend. Lowes argues for a straight 
reading of the legends, claiming Chaucer would never have satirized women in a piece written at the request 
of Queen Anne. 
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books conform to the courtly credo." He oversimplifies his stories in obedience to 
a code. The resulting irony allows Chaucer to emphasize "the multiple 
perspectives that the complexity of life and old books requires" (Rowe, 54). This 
is the sort of approach he takes in the Legend of Cleopatra, reducing her story to 
fit the form, ignoring the aspects of her character that do not fit the schema. In 
other legends, Dido and Hypsipyle and Medea, Chaucer uses a multiplicity of 
sources. Each source for the two legends has its own particular historical truth; 
those multiple truths all coexisting together in the two legends "[demonstrate] 
the ... indeterminacy of [those very] historical truth[s]" (Rowe, 62). The 
importance of naming things is explored in the Legend of Lucrece. The narrator 
cannot really name Lucrece a saint because, although devoted to chastity, she 
dies for the wrong reasons. She commits suicide to protect her name even 
though she did not commit a sin. Chaucer means the reader to recognize "the 
inadequacy of human knowledge and language to grasp and present truth" 
(Rowe, 62). Evil, its unavoidability in art as in life, is the theme of Philoniela. 
Tereus rapes Philomela and cuts out her tongue to prevent her from accusing 
him of the deed. Likewise, says Rowe, the narrator tries to silence his source on 
the subject of her awful vengeance on Tereus (73). 
T1he final legends are not so much products of boredom as of a realization 
that the taslc was finished: 
Chaucer has demonstrated through his narrator's preformance the moral, 
intellectual, and artistic folly of creating one's art according to the dictates of 
desire-whether one's own or one's audience's-rather than in the light of a 
skeptical and reasoned examination of the authority of old books and the 
"preve" of experience. (Rowe, 79) 
At the same time, the last legend ends as if by accident. Rowe argues that this 
sort of ending fits neatly with Alceste's instruction to the narrator to write 
legends until the end of his life. If he did so, then it would be quite possible for 
the Legend to end midsentence at his death (Rowe, 114). The non-ending of the 
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Legend of Hypermnestra thus beco~nes part of the narrator's biography and 
another small joke in the Legend. This explanation seems a most satisfying one 
for a problem that has nagged critics since the turn of the century. One is 
inclined to accept it simply because it supplies a neat solution to the problem of 
the unfinished Legend. 
Having established what Chaucer created and explored in the legends, 
Rowe continues by examining how the Divine Comedy may help uncover aspects 
of the LGW hidden to modern readers. Rowe relates the progression of 
character types encountered Chaucer's work to the descent into Hell in Dante's 
work. In the legends one encounters "those who succumb to passion ... those 
who deliberately seduce [and] those who employ force to betray" (Rowe, 107). 
Rowe is quick to add that the "Legend does not need the Divine Comedy to make 
it intelligible. However, the descent into Hell of the Comedy also passes from 
the lustful to the fraudulent and finally on to the treacherous" Not recognizing 
the familiar, the modern reader "may need the Commedia to authorize a 
dimension of the [Legend] so alien to our expectations, but presumably the 
Legend's original audience ... would not have" needed such a device (Rowe, 107). 
Chaucer's audience would have been familiar with the signs and symbols of sin 
and Hell, and needed no such aid. 
Finally, Rowe maintains that Chaucer's goal in the LGW and his poetry at 
large "is to undo the fall:" 
it is sacramental poetry ... it depicts a world in which things reveal their 
maker even as the daisy manifests the [sun]. (140) 
It also mimics the universal order. Like any sacrament and like history which 
also reveals God's will, poetry should aid in reformation and lead the reader to a 
new life. The daisy of the Legend has its place in this "sacrament." It helps 
recall books and nature through which readers can again remember the good 
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(Rowe, 131). Rowe implies that Chaucer saw a greater role for his poetry than 
simple entertainment. Poetry, like any other piece of literature, should educate 
and improve the reader. 
Both of these studies ascribe a larger purpose to the Legend than most 
critics have heretofore. Kiser views the poem as a sort of apoloffea for Chaucer's 
poetry, as does Rowe in some ways. Chaucer works within tradition but also 
seeks to stretch it and modify it. The end result, according to Kiser, is that 
Chaucer creates not just a new poem but a new sort of poetry. He seeks to 
break with the traditional sorts of writing, makyng and poesye, to produce 
something intermediate between the two. His ultimate purpose, however, is 
always to serve the truth. Alceste and the daisy are intermediaries between the 
easily blinded poet and blinding truth. They symbolize literature, which itself 
serves as an intermediary between poet and reader, and truth. Rowe's 
interpretation on the other hand is theological. He follows the Robertsonian 
model in reading the poem as a paradigm of the fall and redemption of man. 
The daisy and Alceste still exist in relation to the sun, but that sun has become 
the symbol for God. The sun defines the cycle of the day; God defines the cycle of 
Man's life. Rowe does not come to the same conclusion as Kolve, that Alceste's 
story must be the fmal one in the series. He does see her as a Christ type, 
representing the true self-sacrifice and caritas which the worn.en of the legends 
lack. The ideas of both these critics are not in themselves new. Other critics 
have noted Chaucer's apparent concern with literature and translating in the 
Legend. Many critics have identified Alceste with Christ, or at least defined her 
as the paragon of virtue towards which the women of the legendary strive. The 
Legend lends itself to many interpretations, the same material giving rise to 
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differing opinions. No one opinion can stand as the ultimate one, but each one 
does offer new insights into the work. 
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Chapter 5 
Conclusion 
The nature of publications on the Legend of Good Women has changed 
over the past fifteen years; the focus of critics' attention has shifted from the 
Prologue alone to the Legend as a whole. The LGW is no longer represented by 
its Prologue alone. The legends by themselves and in conjunction with the 
Prologue have proven worth studying. New critical trends seem to have had a 
positive effect on LGW criticism. Purely historical criticism, such as attempting 
to determine real counterparts for figures in the Prologue, or New Criticism, 
such as judging the poetry of the legends without considering theme and 
purpose in them, seem to restrict our view of the work; one only finds fault with 
individual legends when they are isolated from the remaining text. The very 
nature of Chaucer's techniques in telling the stories has caused problems for 
critics and readers alike. The legends become repetitive; the characters seem 
flat; the plots are uninteresting. If we read and examine the legends solely for 
their poetry, language, and plot without recourse to their sources, then the LGW 
does seem a failure. The plots and characters of the individual legends do not 
appeal to modern readers. It has remained to critics like R. W. Frank and those 
discussed in this study to demonstrate the value and richness of the poem. 
These critics have approached the LGW from different points of view 
never arriving at a consensus on its ultimate purpose, but agreeing on several 
points along the way. Almost all the critics deal with or acknowledge the work 
that has been done regarding the sources of the legends. Those source studies 
have become especially important in developing a picture of how Chaucer 
reworked his materialo That in turn has lead to a realization that Chaucer was 
deeply concerned with the transmission or translation of classical literature into 
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the literature of his own day. Critics such as Desmond, Fyler, Kiser, Mehl, and 
Taylor have in some way noted this concern. Chaucer may have been occupied 
with literary "authority" in his other works, but it is perhaps most obvious in 
the Legend. He not only translates (in the modern sense of the word) sections of 
classical works, he demonstrates how one can change the very essence of the 
classical stories. The Legend of Dido provides the best example of this. The 
nature of the legend changes in Chaucer's hands. The virtuous Aeneas of 
Virgil's work becomes a heartless cad and Dido ,engages all our sympathies. 
Such changes are obvious in all1the other legends as well. Cleopatra becomes a 
good woman betrayed by love; Medea's sins are pushed aside; Philomela and her 
sister never wreak vengeance on Tereus. Chaucer's editorial changes have 
become important considerations in any study of the Legend. 
There is also agreement on the importance of Alceste, the daisy, and the 
God of Love in the scheme of the work. Critics have gone beyond the search for 
historical equivalents for Alceste and the god to discover what they may tell us 
about the Legend as a whole. That they are important and must be considered 
in any comprehensive study of the work is not at issue. Several critics, 
especially Kolve, Kiser, and Rowe, centered their arguments around the place of 
the Alceste-daisy in the LGW. Critics do not agree on exactly how to interpret 
Alceste's role. Kolve and Rowe assign her a religious significance while Kiser 
gives her a more secular one. However, there is no doubt that Alceste and the 
God of Love are crucial in understanding the Legend. The quasi-confrontation 
between their ideas about literature and the narrator's, or between Alceste as a 
genuinely good woman and the ladies of the legendary, inform the legend 
sequence. One can accept the legends either as a debate on poetics and the 
proper creation of poetry, or as a commentary on the nature of human existence. 
Further inquiry into the relationship of the LGW to literature, philosophies, and 
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ideas contemporary with it may better define its place in the Chaucer canon. 
Kiser seems to go so far as to identify the Legend as Chaucer's apology for his 
poetry. This is an idea that warrants further study. If Chaucer is defending his 
own poetics then what effect does that have on his other, preceding works? 
The argument dating from the 1908-1909 exchange between Goddard, 
who saw the LGW as ironic, and Lowes, who strongly disagreed with Goddard, 
on whether or not the LGW is ironic still continues. Lowes now seems to be on 
the losing side of the argument. Most critics currently seem to agree that there 
is some element of irony in the legends. Irony results in large part from the 
clash between what exists in the legends proper and what the reader knows 
exists in the sources. For example, McMillan in her 1985 article finds Chaucer's 
praise of his martyrs ironic because of the contrast between them and the 
classical women who suffer in the "sorrowing fields." Such a comparison may be 
beyond most readers, but a comparison between the sort of woman Cleopatra is 
usually j11dged to be and what we see in her legends is not. The point is that 
readers cannot help but perceive the changes made in the women of the LGW. 
The changes often seem outrageous, as in Cleopatra's and Medea's cases. The 
result is ironic; one cannot help but read the source and the legend as 
commentaries on each other. Kolve on the other hand reads the legends 
similarly to Lowes. Neither finds any irony or satire in them. Because the 
women of the legends replicate Man's descent into Hell and Alceste Man's 
redemption, there can be no irony in the work. The tone is serious throughout; 
the women represent the futility of dying for the wrong reason. Irony has no 
place in this interpretation, since irony often admits of some comedy. 
The studies of the relationship between the legends and their sources, on 
perceived irony in the Legend, and on Alceste's role in the work have also gained 
through discussions of the audience's or reader's interaction with the work. It is 
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fairly obvious that the reader does come to the LGW with preconceived notions 
of what its heroines are actually like. In the legends though, he finds those 
preconceptions challenged and even completely reversed. Again, Cleopatra, 
Medea, and Dido present the best examples. Several critics have argued that 
Chaucer expected his audience to bring traditional views to the Legend. In the 
interaction between the audience's knowledge and the legend's changes the 
entire work comes to life. The reader, according to Mehl and Allen, is actively 
involved in the work. Rowe also argues for audience involvement, believing that 
knowing the sources for, as well as works contemporary with, the LGW aids the 
reader in understanding and appreciating it. The premise of these arguments is 
that the LGW does not exist in a vacuum. Its sources act upon it as well as 
ideas and methods current in fourteenth-century literature. We may not, and 
indeed cannot, expect to recover the exact milieu in which Chaucer wrote-that 
is, we cannot recreate the fourteenth-century mind. However, it is important to 
recognize that historical events and contemporary ideas, which we can discover 
and study in contemporary works, do shape an author's work. As Taylor so ably 
proved, Cleopatra's reputation was firmly established by the fourteenth century& 
Chaucer may have introduced her story into the English vernacular, but her 
reputation, thanks to Boccaccio and others, must have preceded her. If nothing 
else, one might argue, Chaucer was having a private joke in creating a "good" 
woman out of what he knew to be such a bad one. There is much to be gained 
from examining only the text of the legends, but one may better appreciate them 
if one is aware of outside events and ideas. 
Feminist criticism, once regarded as outside the mainstream of 
established critical schools, has also had its effect on readings of the Legend. 
Ames, Delaney, Hansen, McMillan, and Sanderlin all provide feminist readings 
of the Legend. In simple terms this critical theory involves examining a text as 
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it relates to patristic or masculine views of the world. In short, women writers 
and female characters are always affected by the male-patterned world within 
which women must exist. In terms of the LGW this involves examining the 
women of the legends as women and how a male-oriented world view affects 
what we read. Thus, the courtly love code into which women must fit and the -
icleal of chastity by which they must live, distort the reality of what women are. 
McMillan points out that chastity turned into a moral absolute and applied to 
women does not lead to a true depiction of them. Hansen argues that the 
courtly love tradition forces women to suffer in order to be thought good. At the 
same time feminist criticism may have helped rekindle interest in a fourteenth-
century writer who was very much interested in the position of women in 
society. Christine de Pizan created a catalog of women to counter a prevalent 
attitude that ,,romen were intellectually inferior to men. Although there is no 
evidence that Chaucer and Christine influenced each other, comparison of the 
two does prove useful. If nothing else, one might agree with Delaney's 
conclusion that the two are concerned with revising traditions that distort the 
reality of what women are. Chaucer's "revisionary text," to use Delaney's term, 
no longer stands alone. 
One cannot, however, assign any feminist ideas or philosophy to Chaucer. 
The most feminist criticism can perhaps do is reveal to us how our twentieth-
century ideas of how the world should be ordered cause us to misread 
fourteenth-century literature, as I believe Sanderlin did. In the modern sense of 
the term feminist, there were no feminists in that time. There was a debate on 
whether women were inherently evil or capable of good, and some women, like 
Christine, argued for recognition of women's intellectual abilities. As Delaney 
herself points out, in Chaucer's world women were still very much subordinate 
to men. This was their natural place in the universal scheme. What does 
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remain to be done is to examine how or even if the Legend fits into the 
fourteenth-century antifeminist debate. Chaucer himself contributed to the 
debate in the Canterbury Tales. His Wife of Bath, however one reads her, is 
perhaps his best known statement on women. The Legends, as a precursor to 
the Tales, may provide more insights on Chaucer's stand in the debate. 
The studies and ideas mentioned above may also lead us to conclude that 
the legends Frank termed fail11res may have a certain success outside the 
sphere of pure storytelling. The legends all have a purpose in the larger scheme 
of the Legend. Frank would have them exist as stories, examples of Chaucer's 
experimentation with a new verse form and narrative technique. This view· is 
too constricting. When other measures are applied to the LGW one begins to see 
that a certain nonuniformity in tone in one legend may actually contribute to 
the overall scheme. In its mixture of tones Ariadne parodies courtly love in the 
contrast between her desire for true love and her very pragmatic conduct. 
Ariadne can become another example of unredeemed death (Kolve), or of the 
essentially vicious nature of the courtly love tradition (Hansen). The individual 
legend, viewed in this way, is no longer a failure but another proof in support of 
a theme. Frank advocates remaining inside the text of the LGW, examining the 
legends as products of Chaucer's storytelling. Later critics have shown, 
however, that the Legend is more than simple narrative. It contains a debate 
and may express an opinion on literature and human existence. Frank's 
observations on Chaucer's methods in the LGW, and especially his argument 
against Chaucer's supposed boredom with the project, are invaluable though. 
He has divorced Chaucer the poet from the narrator of the Legend thus granting 
us, the audience, the freedom to see beneath the surface of the work. 
All of these studies together still cannot deny that the Legend is a difficult 
piece. For readers used to entertaining and insightful character development 
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and definite plot lines the work seems somehow po?.ntless. We find it difficult to 
enter the world of the Legend, in contrast to the world of the Canterbury Tales 
whose pilgrims seem immediately familiar to us in their types. To understand 
the LGW one must look beyond one's own expectations into what Chaucer 
created. One may variously find insights by examining the work, the work's 
literary relationships, or its perceived themes and possible puposes. The variety 
of critical views surveyed in this paper attest to the richness of the Legend. 
Regarded as an integrated piece, not just as Prologue. _and single legends, the 
work becomes interesting and rewarding in its own right. Its worth and interest 
now firmly established, the first task of LGW criticism has been accomplished. 
The further task of resolving its difficulties and solving its problems remains for 
future critics. 
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Appendix A 
Annotated, selected bibliography 
Allen, Peter L. "Reading Chaucer's Good Women." Chaucer Review 21 (1987): 
419-34. 
Chaucer challenges the reader to lay aside his own misconceptions and to trust 
his own judgment in assessing the legends and their purpose. 
Ames, Ruth M. ''The Feminist Connections of Chaucer's Legend of Good 
Women." Chaucer in the Eighties. Eds. Julian N. Wasserman and Robert 
J. Blanch. Syracuse: Syracuse UP, 1986. 57-74. 
Chaucer wished to point out that there is something between idolatry of women 
and misogyny that is real love. One should not trust the God of Love in 
endeavoring to find this real love. In this, Chaucer resembles the thinking of 
Christine de Pizan. 
Cowen, J. M. "Chaucer's Legend of Good Women, Lines 2501-3." Notes and 
Queries 31 (Sept., 1984): 298-99. 
Offers a possible Italian source for the cited lines from the Legend of Phyllis. 
Cowen, Janet M. "Chaucer's Legend of Good Women: Structure and Tone." 
Studies in Philology 82 (1985): 416-36. 
The contrast between tone and structure points up the message of the LGW: 
humans are frail. The message is human, not divine; hagiography only provides 
the structure for the work. 
Davenport, W. A. Chaucer: Complaint and Narrative. Chaucer Studies 14 .. 
Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1988. 74-87. 
Chaucer was experimenting, trying to find a usefl1l means of expressing "sense 
and sensibility"; the series format allows him to try a variety of ways of dealing 
with this. 
Delaney, Sheila. "Geoffrey of Monmouth and Chaucer's Legend of Good 
Women." Chaucer Review 22 (1988): 170-74. 
Chaucer may have encountered and used Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia 
Regum Britanniae as a source, and may have been as skeptical of the veracity of 
the work as others had been before him. This skepticism may be the "informing 
spirit of the Legend of Good Women" (173). 
---. "The Logic of Obscenity in Chaucer's Legend of Good Women." Florilegium 7 
(1985): 189-205. 
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Chaucer's use of obscenity, manifested in puns, counters the empty tradition of 
courtly love poetry. The puns help to reestablish "a more accurate, balanced, 
and 'natural' view of women" (190). 
---. "Rewriting Women Good: Gender and the Anxiety of Influence in Two Late-
Medieval Texts." Chaucer in the Eighties. Eds. Julian N. Wasserman and Robert 
J. Blanch. Syracuse: Syracuse UP, 1986. 75-92. 
Compares Chaucer's Le,gend of Good Women to Christine de Pizan's Book of the 
City of Ladies in their portrayals of women. Both revise traditions: Chaucer the 
courtly by showing there are no purely bad or good women; Christine the 
misogynist by the simple act of writing. 
Desmond, Marilynn. "Chaucer's Aeneid: 'The Naked Text in English.'" Pacific 
Coast Philology 19 (1984): 62-67. 
Chaucer relied on his audience's knowledge of Virgil and Ovid to create 
"narrative tensiono" This tension makes the LGW work and precludes it from 
being a "naked text." 
Edwards, A. S. G. "The Chaunce of Dice and the Le,gend of Good Women." Notes 
and Queries 34 (1987): 295. 
Presents what may be a direct quote from the ugend of Hypsipyle and Medea 
(1377) in the 15th century play The Chaunce of Dice. 
Frank, Robert Worth. "The Legend of Good Women: Some Implications." 
Chaucer at Albany. Ed. Rossell Hope Robbins. New York: Burt Franklin, 1975. 
63-76. 
It is the story that matters, not characterization or psychology. The story 
illustrates its point by an ''unimpeded succession of events" (67). "The variety 
and violence of love" is the point, yet love is "fundamentally an excuse for 
Chaucer to tell stories" (74). 
Fyler, John M. Chaucer and Ovid. New Haven: Yale UP, 1979. Chapter 4, "The 
Legend of Good Women: Palinode and Procrustean Bed," 96-123. 
Chaucer borrows from Ovid, manipulates his source, and passes along a garbled 
version of the tales, all the while maintaining a concern for the "truth." But, if 
one blindly serves a dictate the truth will suffer. 
Gaylord, Alan T. "Dido at Hunt, Chaucer at Work." Chaucer Review 17 (1983): 
300-15. 
In Dido we find a good example of Chaucer the "translator" at work, 
experimenting with verse and language. 
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Guerin, Dorothy. "Chaucer's Pathos: Three Variations." Chaucer Review 20 
(1985): 90-112. 
Examines three pairs of legends and tales to determine Chaucer's types of 
pathos: Lucrece and The Prioress's Tale, Philomela and The Man of Law's Tale, 
and Hypermnestra and The Physician's Tale. Argues that the pairs depict three 
pathetic types: a "saint-like stereotype," "the lady in distress," and "pathetic 
victims of temporal justice" respectively (91). 
Hansen, Elaine Tuttle. "Irony and the Antifeminist Narrator in Chaucer's 
Legend of Good Women." JEGP: Journal of English and Germanic Philology 82 
(1983): 11-31. 
Chaucer demonstrates the viciousness of the courtly love tradition via that very 
tradition. It is a tradition most damning to women who, according to its rules, 
must suffer to be thought good. 
Harder, Henry L. "Livy in Gower's and Chaucer's Lucrece Stories." Publications 
of the Missouri Philological Association 2 (1977): 1-7. 
Chaucer, like Gower, used Livy in his account of Lucrece's tale. Suggests that a 
further exploration of Chaucer's use of Livy may prove fruitful. 
Kiser, Lisa J. "The Legend of Good Women: Chaucer's Purgatorio." ELH 54 
(1987): 7 41-760. 
Compares Chaucer's purpose in the LGW to Dante's in the Divine Comedy. 
Where Dante claims to speak from direct experience about "Truth," Chaucer's 
narrator claims inexperience thus freeing himself from ''being accountable for 
the ultimate truth-value of ,vhat he recorded" (755). '1,his feigned inexperience 
also allows him to act as "scribe," or translator, "of what others believe to be 
true" (756). 
---. Telling Classical Tales: Chaucer and the "Legend of Good Women." Ithaca: 
Cornell UP, 1983. 
Examines the problems of and Chaucer's concern with transmitting literature 
and "authority," and reconciling pagan philosophy with Christian theology. 
Kolve, V. A. "From Cleopatra to Alceste: An Iconographic Study of The Legend of 
Good Women." Signs and Symbols in Chaucer's Poetry. Eds. John P. Hermann 
and John J. Burke, Jr. University: U Alabama P, 1981. 130-78. 
An iconographic examination of the LGW, proposing Alceste's as the intended 
final legend of the series. Via the legends one moves from the grave (Cleopatra's 
snake pit) to redemption (Alceste's rescue from hell). 
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Leach, Eleanor Winsor. "Morwe of May: A Season of Feminine Ambiguity." Acts 
of Interpretation: The Text in Its Contexts, 700-1600: Essays on Medieval and 
Renaissance Literature in Honor of E. Talbot Donaldson. Eds. Mary 
J. Carruthers and Elizabeth D. Kirk. Norman, OK: Pilgrim, 1982. 299-310. 
The simplicity of May in the Prologue hides the complexity of what "May" 
means. This is reflected in the naivte of the narrator and the supposed 
simplicity of the legends. 
McMillan, Ann, trans. The Legend of Good Women. By Geoffrey Chaucer. 
Houston: Rice UP, 1987. Introduction, 3-55. 
Chaucer's theme in the LGW is chastity: as long as women destroy their lives in 
the name of chastity they can do anything at all, good or evil. The "moral 
absolute" of good, chaste women distorts the truth. 
McMillan, Ann H. "Heaven, Hell, and The Legend of Good Women." The Worlds 
of Medieval Women.· Creativity) Infiuence, Imagination. Eds. Constance 
H. Berman, Charles W .. Connell, and Judith Rice Rothschild. Morgantown, 
WVa: \Vest Virginia UP, 1985. 122-29. 
Draws a comparison to the Aeneid, especially to the women in the "sorrowing 
fields" of Hades. Argues that Chaucer's martyrs, like those women in Virgil's 
Hades, destroyed themselves for passion, for an "exaggerated female devotion to 
love and the lover" (126). Thus, by the comparison, Chaucer's praise of his 
martyrs is ironic. 
Mehl, Dieter. "The Story-Teller and His Audience: The Legend of Good Women." 
Chaucer)s Frame Tales: The Physical and the Metaphysical. Ed. Joerg 0. Fichte. 
Tuebingen: Gunter Narr ·verlag, 1987. 129-540 
The LGW is an experimental work in which Chaucer introduces new subject 
material and leaves behind the courtly love tradition. In so doing he leaves 
much to his audience, disallowing it simple, easy readings. 
'.• 
Rowe, Donald W. Through Nature to Eternity: Chaucer's "Legend of Good 
Women." Lincoln: U Nebraska P, 1988. 
Links the legends to the cyclical motion of nature, winter-spring-winter, and to 
the cycle of the fall and redemption of man as laid out in the paradigmatic 
Divine Comedy. 
Sanderlin, George. "Chaucer's Legend of Dido: A Feminist Exemplum." Chaucer 
Review 20 (1986): 331-40. 
The legend "illustrates the lack of equality between the sexes" (332) by 
demonstrating that when a woman is abandoned by a man she suffers 
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"unbearably." 
Shaner, Mary. "A Possible Source of Chaucer's Error in the 'Legend of 
Hypermnestra.'" Notes and Queries 22 (1975): 341. 
Offers a note from Commentarius in Statii Thebaida as a possible source for 
Chaucer's confusing Danaus and Aegyptus. 
Spisak, James W. "Chaucer's Pyramus and Thisbe." Chaucer Review 18 (1984): 
204-10. 
By shifting the focus from the metamorphosis to the canonization of Thisbe, 
Chaucer changes the effect of the story. Although Thisbe is steadfast in love, 
like Pyramus, she is also foolish and hasty in love. 
---. "Pyramus and Thisbe in Chaucer and Shakespeare." Chaucerian 
Shakespeare: Adaptation and Transformation. Detroit: Pub. for Michigan 
. Consortium for Medieval & Early Modern Studies, 1983. 81-95. 
The story is ironic, since praising an already innocent Thisbe is no burden and 
therefore no penance. This ironic tone may have attracted Shakespeare's 
attention. 
Taylor, Beverly. "The Medieval Cleopatra: The Classical and Medieval 
Traditions of Chaucer's Legend of Cleopatra." Journal of Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies 7 (1977): 249-69. 
Provides the literary tradition and background for Cleopatra, from Roman 
writers through Chaucer's contemporaries. 
Thompson, R. Ann. "The Irony of Chaucer's Le,gend of Good Women perceived in 
1576." Archiv fuer das Studium der neueren Sprachen und Literatur 213 (1976): 
342-43. 
Argues that the anonymous author of the 1576 play Common Conditions 
recognized and incorporated the irony of the LGW in an exchange between two 
characters concerning men, women, and faithfulness. 
Weiher, Carol. "Chaucer's and Gower's Stories of Lucretia and Virginia." ELN 
14 (1976): 7-9. 
Like Gower, Chaucer's focus is Lucrece's chastity. "He uses the sinfulness of 
men to point up his real concern, the heroine's virtue" (9). Chaucer achieves his 
effect in a different way than Gower. 
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